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Preface to the Second Edition

The first edition of this book was published in July 2026. Its argument was
that a machine becomes valuable at the moment it earns the right to be ig-
nored, and almost everything in it still seems right to me. The model holds.
Absorption is still prediction success. Trust is still amortized attention, re-
tired at the speed of Tuesdays. The dividend is still real, and it still disap-
pears unless someone allocates it in advance.

What the first edition did not do was look carefully at what is left.
It counted the hours that absorption returns and followed them to their

fates: recolonized, consumed, or reinvested. It did not ask what the hours
that remain are made of once the machines have taken everything they can
predict. The answer turns out to matter as much as the dividend, and it was
not in the book.

So this edition adds a part. Part Four, The Exception Queue, follows the per-
sonwho receiveswhat absorption leaves behind, and it does so in three chap-
ters. Chapter 19, Fresh Horses, argues that absorption removes the light, rou-
tine stretches of a working day and leaves the hard ones, so that the day gets
shorter and heavier in the samemotion, and that the binding constraint on a
person stops being howmuch of their attention is claimed and becomes how
well they recover between the claims that remain. Chapter 20, Two Clocks,
argues that every decision a system forwards runs on two clocks, the situa-
tion’s and the person’s, and that a good system sorts by both: it holds what
will keep, shrinks what will not, absorbs what was never a charge, and re-
ports, rather than asks about, what time has already decided. Chapter 21,
The Charge Is Yours, argues that because surprise has an owner, a decision
is costly to a particular person and not to a job, and that the model which
makes a good sort possible must therefore belong to the person it describes.
That chapter contains the strongest case I know for personal rather than in-
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

stitutional artificial intelligence, and for a policy that lets people bring their
own.

The three chapters began as essays published on my site in October 2026.
They have been rewritten for the book, in its vocabulary, and argued against
its earlier chapters rather than alongside them.

They also forced changes elsewhere, and a reader of the first edition is
owed a list.

Rest is now booked as maintenance. The first edition said that an hour
of rest was legitimate but did not compound, and that nothing was different
next quarter because of it. That was wrong. Chapters 15, 16, and 26 now
treat rest, including the easy work that used to sit between hard decisions,
as maintenance on the faculty that makes reinvestment possible.

The interrupt contract now has two clocks. The Timed and Actionable
clauses in Chapter 14 have been extended, and Chapter 27 has a new section
on sorting escalations by both clocks, two new questions to put to a vendor,
and a new entry in the anti-pattern gallery.

The synthetic subconscious has two seats. Chapter 8 now distinguishes
the seat beneath an institution from the seat beneath a person, and Chapter
21 explains why the distinction decides who an arrangement serves.

Total attention now includes the walk.Chapter 26 has a fourth practical
clause, and Chapter 28 has two new sections for people living inside these
systems.

The rules have grown from twelve to fifteen. The first twelve are un-
changed. Three new ones compress Part Four.

Also revised. Chapter 7 now notes that absorption makes the exception
queue denser, and Chapter 10 points forward to the person who receives
it. Chapter 18 asks that the live seam be routed at walking pace, with the
machine’s answer held back until the person has given theirs. Chapter 22
points to the ownership argument of Chapter 21. Chapter 26 adds that un-
divided attention is not the same as unbroken attention. Chapter 27 has a
second new section, on the boundary between the institution’s systems and
the person’s agent. How to Read This Book, the Notation, and the Glossary
have been updated for the new material.

A correction to the framework. The first edition said, in Chapter 24 and
again in Chapter 28, that asking a question is authorship of the denominator.
That cannot be right, and the framework this book rests on says so: nobody
sets their own Expectation. What a question does is narrower and still valu-
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

able. It states an expectation the person already holds, precisely enough to
be broken, and goes to stand where the breaking Actual will arrive. Those
passages have been rewritten to say that, and the argument of the question
premium is unchanged by it.

Corrections. The summary at the end of Chapter 4 printed a line of raw
notation instead of the equation itwasmeant to show; it now shows the equa-
tion. A sentence in Chapter 17 had been garbled in setting and has been re-
stored. The glossary was out of alphabetical order and is not any longer. The
section in Chapter 5 formerly titled “Two Clocks” is now “Two Timescales,”
so that it cannot be confused with the clocks of Chapter 20. And Chapter 3
now says plainly that one consequence of its arithmetic — that orientation
damps how strongly an event registers — is one of the least settled claims in
the framework.

That last change has a companion. A new short section at the end of the
book, Open Questions, gathers the places where I do not know the answer.
The first edition said what it did not know as it went. It seemed better to also
say it in one place.

Two things have not changed. The refusal at the end of Chapter 12 stands
exactly as it was. And the book is still free.

Charleston, October 2026
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How to Read This Book

This book is free. It is meant to be downloaded, printed on ordinary paper,
marked up, argued with, and handed to someone else. Nothing in it is with-
held for a paid edition, because a book about the cost of attention should not
begin by charging a toll at the door.

It is built on a single piece of mathematics, the Reality Equation, which
I have been developing in other work for some time. You do not need that
other work to read this one. Everything required is built from the beginning
in Part One, and built slowly, because the rest of the argument has nowhere
to stand without it.

There is some notation. There is not much, and none of it is decorative.
If you are the kind of reader who skips equations, you can do that here and
still follow the argument — every equation in this book is introduced by a
sentence that sayswhat it is about to say and followed by a sentence that says
what it just said. If you are the kind of readerwho prefers the equations, they
are gathered on the next pages and you may want to keep a thumb there for
the first six chapters.

The book has six parts, and they do different jobs.
Part One builds the model. Reality is a quotient, Expectation is complex,

surprise is a logarithm, and attention is what is left after surprise has been
accumulated and normalized. It is the most technical part of the book and
the shortest-tempered.

Part Two introduces absorption, which is what happenswhen prediction
succeeds well enough that something disappears from awareness while con-
tinuing to work. This is the mechanism the whole argument turns on, and it
is the thing artificial intelligence is actually doing.

Part Three treats the consequences as economics: trust as a debt retired
by uneventfulness, interruption as a right that has to be earned, the returned
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HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

hours as a dividend, and the deferred surprise that dividend conceals.
Part Four, new in this edition, follows the person who receives what ab-

sorption leaves behind: a working day made denser, decisions that run on
two clocks, and the question of who owns the model that sorts them.

Part Five asks what human attention is for, once themachines have taken
the parts that could be predicted.

Part Six is practice. One chapter for people who build systems, one for
people living inside them.

Aword about tone. I have tried to be precise rather than reassuring. Some
of what follows is unwelcome, particularly Chapters 17, 18, and 19, which
describe bills that are already being runup andhave not yet beenpresented. I
have also tried not to be alarming, because alarm is itself a claim on attention
and I would rather not make one I cannot justify.

Where a claim is philosophical rather than established, I say so. Where I
do not know, I say that too, and the places where I do not know are gathered
again at the end of the book. There is one question in this book — the one at
the end of Chapter 12 — that I set up carefully and then decline to answer,
and I would ask you to read that refusal as the most honest paragraph here
rather than the least satisfying one.

Charleston, 2026
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Notation

Every symbol used in this book, in the order it first appears.
𝐴(𝑡) — Actual. What is declared actual after the collapse of possibility

into occurrence. A positive real scalar. Morally neutral. Carries no residue
from what did not happen.

𝐸(𝑡) — Expectation. The prior structure through which the Actual is met.
Complex.

𝑃(𝑡) — Prediction. The real component of Expectation. The subconscious
predictionmachine’s best numerical estimate of what is about to be declared
actual. Always on.

𝐼(𝑡) — Ideation, or orientation. The imaginary component of Expecta-
tion. The resultant of a dense field of unit vectors, summed tip to tail. Where
the host is already pointed before the Actual arrives.

𝐸(𝑡) = 𝑃(𝑡) + 𝑖 𝐼(𝑡)

𝑅(𝑡) — Reality. The quotient. Singular at any instant, and complex, because
Expectation is complex.

𝑅(𝑡) = 𝐴(𝑡)
𝐸(𝑡)

𝑆(𝑡) — Surprise. The complex logarithm of Reality. Its real part is scalar
surprise; its imaginary part is orientational surprise.

𝑆(𝑡) = Log𝑅(𝑡) = ln|𝑅(𝑡)| + 𝑖 Arg𝑅(𝑡)

In the simplified scalar picture, where 𝑅 is real and positive, 𝑆 = ln𝑅. Then
𝑅 = 1 gives 𝑆 = 0, 𝑅 > 1 gives positive surprise, and 𝑅 < 1 gives nega-
tive surprise. Surprise always belongs to a particular host: for two people
meeting the same Actual, 𝑆1 = Log(𝐴/𝐸1) and 𝑆2 = Log(𝐴/𝐸2).
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NOTATION

𝑊 — The attention window. One second, by default. The conscious
timescale.

𝜀 — Microtime. The baseline update scale of the model, taken as 10−12

seconds. A modelling choice, not a biological claim.
𝑁 — The compression ratio between the two timescales, 𝑁 = 𝑊/𝜀 =

1012. The number of microtime updates inside one conscious second.
𝐾𝑊 — The weighting kernel over the attention window. Non-negative,

integrating to one.
𝐶𝑊(𝑡) — Accumulated surprise across the window.

𝐶𝑊(𝑡) = ∫
𝑡

𝑡−𝑊
𝐾𝑊(𝑡 − 𝜏) Log𝑅(𝜏) 𝑑𝜏

Nrm— The renormalizer. Its exact form is an open parameter of the model.
Attptr(𝑡) — The attention pointer. What consciousness is handed.

Attptr(𝑡) = Nrm(𝐶𝑊(𝑡))

𝐷att(𝑡) —Attention intensity. Themagnitude of the pointer, |Attptr(𝑡)|. How
much of a person is claimed.

𝜃att(𝑡) —Attention direction. The argument of the pointer. Namingwhat
it points at requires a semantic layer the equation does not supply.

𝛿 — The conscious threshold. Below it, no attention appears.
𝑅sys(𝑡) —A system’s own quotient. The same ratio applied to a machine

rather than a person: what the system observes, divided by what the system
predicted. Used only as a design rule. When 𝑅sys = 1 the system should be
silent; when it is not, the system has something to say.

𝜅 — The charge level. Introduced in Chapter 19. Above it, an attended
stretch carries a remainder that requires a decision: a charge. Between 𝛿 and
𝜅 the stretch is attended lightly: a walk. No particular value is claimed.

𝑡spoil — The spoil time. Introduced in Chapter 20. The moment after
which a decision makes itself. A fact about the situation.

𝑡fresh — The fresh time. Introduced in Chapter 20. The earliest time, from
now on, at which a particular person will be fit to make a particular decision
well; if they are fit now, it is now. A fact about the person. Hold a decision
only if 𝑡fresh < 𝑡spoil.

The absorption condition. If 𝑅(𝜏) = 1 across the window, then 𝑆(𝜏) = 0,
𝐶𝑊(𝑡) = 0, and 𝐷att(𝑡) = 0. The system works. Nothing is noticed.
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NOTATION

The ladder, in one line. Reality, then surprise, then accumulation, then
normalization, then attention. No rung may be skipped.
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PART I

THE SCARCE REMAINDER
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CHAPTER 1

The Resource Beneath Every Resource

THE LIST WE KEEP MAKING

Boardrooms keep a list. So do policy papers, investormemos, national strate-
gies, and the slide that opens almost every conference on the future. The list
changes order but rarely changes contents. Capital. Energy. Compute. Land.
Labor. Data. Chips. Talent. Trust.

The list is not wrong. Every item on it is genuinely scarce. Every item on
it has been fought over, priced, hoarded, subsidized, and occasionally gone
to war for.

But the list has a strange property that almost never gets stated.
Every item on it is waiting.
Money waits for attention to become judgment. Data waits for attention

to become understanding. Compute waits for attention to become a respon-
sible decision. Land waits for someone to decide what it is for. Talent waits
to be recognized. Trust waits to be extended by a particular person, in a par-
ticular moment, on the basis of something they noticed.

None of those resources move on their own. Each one sits, fully available,
until a human being attends to it. The dollar in the account is not doing
anything. Themodel running overnight is not deciding anything. The report
is not understood until someone reads it, and reading is not the same as
looking at the page.

There is a resource underneath the list. Everything else is upstream of it
or downstream from it.

2



THE RESOURCE BENEATH EVERY RESOURCE

WHAT CANNOT BE REISSUED

Attention is not merely one more scarce thing. It is scarce in a different way,
and the difference matters more than the scarcity.

Money can be borrowed. If you do not have it now, you can have it now
and pay later. Energy can be generated. If you need more, you can build the
thing that makes more. Compute can be scaled. It is a purchasing decision
and a supply chain. Land can be bought, and where it cannot be bought it
can sometimes be reclaimed from the sea.

Attention has none of these properties.
You cannot borrow attention against next week. There is no lender. You

cannot manufacture more of it by building a facility. You cannot import it.
You can free some of it up, which is what most of this book is about, but
freeing is not the same as making. And once a conscious moment has been
spent, it cannot be reissued. There is no ledger entry that returns it.

This is easy to say and hard to feel, because we have a word that lets us
avoid feeling it. The word is time. We say we are out of time when we mean
we are out of attention. We say a meeting took an hour, as though the hour
were the thing that was consumed.

It was not. You can sit in a meeting for sixty minutes and give it almost
nothing. You can hear a sound for half a second and have your whole body
turn toward it. Time is the container. Attention is what happens inside the
container, and the container is not the scarce part.

This distinction will be made precise in a few chapters. For now it is
enough to hold the ordinary observation: two people can be given the same
hour and one of them will have spent something the other did not.

EVERYTHING INSTITUTIONAL WAITS ON IT TOO

The dependency does not stop at the individual.
A market is often described as a mechanism for aggregating information

into a price. That is true after a certain point and false before it. A price is
not information until somebody attends to it. The number on the screen has
no economic content until a person notices it, interprets it against some ex-
pectation, and acts. Markets are downstream of attention, and this is why a
market can go on mispricing something obvious for years. The information
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THE RESOURCE BENEATH EVERY RESOURCE

was public. Nobody was looking.
A democracy is often described as a mechanism for converting prefer-

ences into decisions. Also true, also late. A vote is not consent unless atten-
tion preceded it. A ballot cast without attention is a signature on a document
nobody read. The mechanism still runs. It just runs on a thinner input than
its designers assumed.

A family is not held together by love in the abstract. It is held together by
the specific moments in which one person notices something about another
and responds. Love that never becomes attention does not become care. It
stays a feeling, and feelings do not do the dishes or sit up at night.

Law is often described as a system of rules. It is closer to a system of
noticing. The rule against a particular kind of fraud does nothing at all until
some auditor, junior and underpaid, looks at a column of numbers and finds
one of them strange. The rule was there the whole time. The statute did not
change on the day it was enforced. What changed is that a person spent
something on a page most people had already scrolled past.

Medicine has the same shape and admits it more readily. Almost every
diagnosis begins with someone noticing a thing that was available to be no-
ticed for weeks: a pause in the middle of a sentence, a gait that is slightly
wrong, a number in a panel that is inside the reference range but not in-
side this particular patient’s range. The instruments do not diagnose. They
present. Somebody has to attend, and the supply of that attending is the real
constraint on how much medicine a society gets.

Safetyworks the sameway, and pays themost obvious price when it does
not. Every institution we have is a machine for converting human attention
into a future, and every one of them is limited by the supply.

That is the sense in which attention is the planet’s limiting input. Not the
most talked-about resource. The binding one.

THE QUESTION THIS BOOK ASKS

For most of history, this constraint was invisible, because there was no seri-
ous competitor for the work that consumed attention. If something needed
to be watched, a person watched it. If something needed to be decided, a
person decided it. If something needed to be typed, filed, checked, recon-
ciled, chased, summarized, or remembered, a person did that too, and the
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THE RESOURCE BENEATH EVERY RESOURCE

attention it cost was simply the cost of having a civilization.
Something has changed, and the way it is usually described is wrong.
It is usually described as machines becoming able to do more. That de-

scription is true and shallow. The interesting change is not in what machines
can produce. It is in what machines can make unnecessary to notice.

A system that does a task and then reports on the task has not reduced
anything. It has traded one kind of attention for another, and often traded
down — the labor disappears, the interruption remains. Anyone who has
automated a process and then found themselves supervising the automation
knows the feeling. The work got easier. The day did not.

The question this book asks is what happens when that stops being true.
What happens to an economy when its machines are good enough, and
trusted enough, that they no longer need to be noticed at all.

The short answer, which the rest of the book will earn:
Artificial intelligence becomes truly valuable at the moment it stops ask-

ing to be noticed.
Not at the moment it becomes capable. Capability is necessary and it is

not the threshold. The threshold is silence.

WHY “ZERO”

I have called this the zero-attention economy, and the phrase needs a warn-
ing label attached to it immediately, because it can be read as an ambition
for human beings. It is not.

Zero is a target for machines. It is the number a well-designed system
should be driving toward for its own operation: zero claims on your con-
scious surface for the parts of the world it has been given to maintain. A
door you never think about. A payment that simply happens. A reconcilia-
tion that ran, and was right, and did not tell you about it.

Zero is emphatically not a target for people. A human life with nothing
left to attend to is not a liberated life. It is an empty one. A person to whom
nothing is ever surprising has not achieved peace; they have stopped grow-
ing, and we will look at exactly why in a later chapter.

So the phrase describes a direction, not a destination.Machines approach
zero so that people can approach something else. A later chapter will name
that other limit and argue that it, not zero, was the point all along. It is called
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THE RESOURCE BENEATH EVERY RESOURCE

total attention, and the argument for it depends on everything in between.

WHAT THIS BOOK IS NOT

It is not a book about focus. There are good books about focus, and they
mostly ask you towant different things than you currentlywant. That advice
is not wrong, but it is weak, for a reason that will become mechanical rather
than moral in Chapter 6: attention is not primarily governed by agreement.

It is not a book about digital detox, or screen time, or the moral failings of
any particular platform. Those are symptoms, and treating symptoms with-
out a model produces sincere effort and recurring failure.

It is not a book of predictions about which companies will win. Some of
the argument has commercial consequences, and I will draw them where
they are clear. But a forecast is a poor container for a model, and the model
is what I am after.

What it is, is an attempt to be precise about a thing we usually discuss
loosely. Attention has been priced by advertising markets for a century and
defined by almost nobody. If it is really the limiting input on human futures,
then it deserves better than a metaphor about spotlights.

So the next few chapters do something that may look like a detour and is
not. They build a small piece of mathematics. Not to make the subject cold
— the opposite. The warmest things in human life, the ones we most want
to protect, are exactly the things that get mislabeled and then quietly sold
when nobody has a precise word for them.

The equation at the centre of it is a quotient. Reality is what you get when
what actually happened is divided by what you expected. Everything else
in this book — absorption, trust, the dividend, the reserve, the right to inter-
rupt, the question premium — falls out of that one division.

It begins with a habit that has to be broken.
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THE RESOURCE BENEATH EVERY RESOURCE

Attention cannot be borrowed, generated, imported, or reissued.
Every other resource waits on it.

Time is the container; attention is what happens inside.
Machines are now able to reduce the noticing, not only the doing.
A system becomes valuable when it stops asking to be noticed.
Zero is a direction for machines, not a destination for people.

If those six lines hold, then the most important number in any organiza-
tion is not on its balance sheet, and the most important design decision in
any product is not a feature. It is the answer to a question almost nobody
asks: after this thing exists, how much of a human being is left over?
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CHAPTER 2

Why Reality Is a Quotient

A WORD DOING TWO JOBS

Ask a room what reality is and most people will answer with a synonym.
Reality is what happened. Reality is the facts. Reality is what is out there
whether you like it or not. Reality is what you run into when you stop pre-
tending.

That answer is honest, and in ordinary speech it costs nothing. It is also
the largest single obstacle to everything that follows in this book.

If reality means what happened, the word has no work left to do. We al-
ready have a word for what happened. Several, in fact. Adding a grander
one on top only makes the vocabulary heavier without making it sharper.

The habit has to be broken before anything can be built, and breaking it
takes four words that must never again be allowed to blur into one another.

FOUR WORDS THAT MUST NOT BLUR

The Ideal is the perfect form of a thing. The circle no compass draws. The
door that opens every time, silently, for everyone, forever. Nobody has met
an Ideal. That does not make it useless; it makes it a reference.

The Real is an imperfect embodiment of an Ideal. Your front door is real.
It is a genuine attempt at the ideal door, executed in wood and metal by
people with budgets. It sticks in August. It is real precisely because it falls
short in specific, describable ways.

TheActual is what got declared. It is the settled occurrence, the thing that
survived the collapse of every alternative into one outcome. This morning

8



WHY REALITY IS A QUOTIENT

the door stuck. That is Actual. It is not a tendency, not a probability, not a
reputation. It happened, and now it is finished, and it has joined the one
shared record of finished things.

Reality is none of those three. Reality is what you get when the Actual
is divided by what you expected. It is a quotient. It is not the numerator
wearing a more impressive name.

Hold those four apart and the rest of the book becomes available. Let
them slide back together and every later argument collapses into a mush of
the kind that sounds profound and predicts nothing.

The pairs that get confused are predictable. People confuse the Real with
the Ideal when they are disappointed, which is how a good enough door
becomes a betrayal. People confuse the Actual with the Real when they mis-
take one event for a standing property, which is how a badmorning becomes
a bad marriage. And people confuse Reality with the Actual constantly, in
every language, which is the confusion this chapter exists to end.

There is a fifth thing that is not on the list and should be named so it stays
off. What almost happened is not a member of any of the four categories. It
has no Ideal, it embodies nothing, it was never declared, and it therefore
cannot be divided by anything. It is a resident of the denominator, and we
will come to it.

THE WEDDING

Two people attend the same wedding. Same ceremony, same room, same
length, sameweather, same slightly overlong toast from the groom’s brother.

One of them leaves saying it was the most beautiful day of her life. The
other leaves saying it was fine.

There is a standard move available here, and almost everyone reaches for
it. The move is to say that they experienced different realities — that reality is
subjective, that each of us has our own, that what is true for one is not true
for another.

That move feels natural. It is also wrong.
They did not attend different weddings. Nothing in the room bent to ac-

commodate either of them. TheActual was identical down to the second: the
same vows in the same order, the same eight minutes of speech, the same
chicken. Whatever differed, it was not what occurred.
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What differed was the denominator. One of them arrived with an expec-
tation shaped by her sister’s marriage, by a long anxiety about whether this
particular pair would make it, by an orientation toward something she had
wanted for a decade. The other arrived expecting a competent wedding and
received a competent wedding.

Same numerator. Different divisor. Different quotient.
That is not relativism. Relativism says there is no fact of the matter. This

says the opposite: there is exactly one Actual, it is stubborn, it does not nego-
tiate, and the difference between two people’s experience of it is arithmetic.

THE DIVISION ITSELF

Here is the whole engine, and it is smaller than its consequences.

𝑅(𝑡) = 𝐴(𝑡)
𝐸(𝑡)

Reality at a given instant is the Actual at that instant divided by Expectation
at that instant. What happened, over what you were set up to receive. Not a
metaphor for a ratio. A ratio.

Read it once in each direction to feel what it commits you to. If Expecta-
tion is large and the Actual is ordinary, Reality is small — the world arrives
thinner than the model that met it, and that is the formal shape of disap-
pointment, boredom, and the flat afternoon. If Expectation is small and the
Actual is large, Reality is large — the world overruns the model, and that is
the formal shape of shock, awe, and being blindsided in a parking lot. If the
two match, the quotient is one, and one is a number we will spend an entire
chapter on because almost nothing about it is obvious.

Everything in the rest of this book — absorption, trust, the dividend, the
reserve, the right to interrupt — is a consequence of that division being per-
formed continuously, by everyone, without consent.

THE NUMERATOR MUST BE HARD

A ratio is only as disciplined as its numerator, so the Actual has to be nailed
down before the interesting part can begin. Four rules do the nailing, and
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each of them will feel slightly cold on first contact.
The Actual is a positive scalar. Formally:

𝐴(𝑡) ∈ ℝ+

That single line carries three commitments. The Actual is scalar rather than
complex, so it has magnitude and no direction. It is positive rather than zero
or negative, because something occurred. And it is a number rather than an
account, so it is the amount of world that arrived and not the shape of what
it meant. Meaning is downstream, and it lives in the denominator.

The Actual is morally neutral. It carries no verdict. A diagnosis is not a
punishment and a windfall is not a reward; they are both simply things that
got declared. The universe does not append a moral sign to the numerator
on its way through. When we experience an event as an injustice, that expe-
rience is real and it is not located in 𝐴.

The Actual may be weird. It is under no obligation to be plausible, pro-
portionate, or narratively satisfying. Improbable things occur at exactly the
rate improbable things occur, and the numerator records themwithout apol-
ogy. A great deal of human suffering comes from insisting that the Actual
should have been reasonable.

TheActual carries no residue fromunrealized alternatives. The nearmiss
did not happen. The offer you almost took did not happen. The version of
the evening where the toast was shorter did not happen. None of them are
in the numerator, at any weight, ever.

Those four rules are one rule wearing four coats. The Actual is what re-
mains after every alternative has collapsed into one outcome, and it retains
nothing of what it collapsed from. It is thin by design. A numerator that is
thin is a numerator two people can agree on, and agreement about the nu-
merator is the only condition under which a disagreement about anything
else can be productive.

TWO WAYS TO RUIN A NUMERATOR

The first way is swelling. This is the habit of loading the Actual with every-
thing that clustered around it— the alternatives, the intentions, themeaning,
the significance, the way it felt. The event stops being a settled occurrence
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and becomes a small weather system. Once that happens the division is un-
runnable, because you can no longer say what was divided.

A reader who objects that the almost matters is not entirely wrong in a
broader human sense. The almost does matter. It matters intensely. But it
matters in the denominator, where the predictionmachine keeps its counter-
factuals and the orienting field keeps its longings, and that is exactly where
the formalism wants it. Moving it into the numerator does not honor it. It
hides it.

The second way is multiplication. This is subtler and more respectable,
and it is the one educated people fall into. Faced with two people who expe-
rienced the same event differently, we posit two Actuals. His truth and her
truth. Two realities, both valid.

That move is generous and it is a modelling failure. It explains a differ-
ence by manufacturing a second world, which is the most expensive expla-
nation available and the least informative. It also quietly destroys the possi-
bility of shared ground, because if the numerators differ there is nothing left
to compare. The cheaper explanation, and the one that keeps two people in
the same room, is that the world was singular and the divisors were not.

Reality is singular. At any instant there is one value, not a committee of
competing ones. Calling Reality singular does not mean Reality is thin. It
means Reality is compressed.

WHY THE ORDER MATTERS

There is a rule buried in all of this, and it is worth stating on its own line
because it governs every chapter after this one.

The numerator must be hard before the denominator can become subtle.
This looks like an argument for severity, and in a way it is, but the sever-

ity is in service of something warm. As long as the Actual is allowed to stay
soft—as long aswhat happened can absorb hope, dread, grievance, and every-
thing that almost was— then the interesting parts of a person have nowhere
to live except smuggled inside the facts. They get argued about as though
they were facts. They get defended as though they were facts. They lose ev-
ery argument that facts are supposed to settle.

Make the numerator hard and the opposite happens. TheActual becomes
small, checkable, and boring, and all the enormous humanmaterial — antic-
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ipation, orientation, disappointment, longing, the specific way one person is
set up to receive the world — moves into the denominator where it can be
described properly and taken seriously.

That is the trade this chapter is asking for. Give up the comfortable use
of the word reality as a synonym for the facts. In exchange, get a place to put
everything the facts were never able to hold.

The next question is what kind of number the denominator has to be. It
turns out that a single number will not do.

Actual is what happened; Reality is what happened divided by what you expected.
The Actual is a positive scalar, morally neutral, and sometimes weird.

Nothing that almost happened is in the numerator.
Same Actual, different Reality is arithmetic, not relativism.

Explaining a difference by inventing a second world is the most expensive
explanation available.

The numerator must be hard before the denominator can become subtle.

If those lines hold, then most disagreements that present themselves as
disputes about facts are nothing of the kind. They are disputes about divi-
sors, conducted in the vocabulary of numerators, which is why they never
resolve andwhy both parties leave convinced the other is lying. The repair is
not more evidence. The repair is a smaller, harder numerator and an honest
look at what each person brought to the division.

13



CHAPTER 3

The Complex Denominator

WHY ONE NUMBER WILL NOT DO

Two people wait for the same phone call. Both of them think it is going to be
bad news, and both of them are right about that. Both would give you the
same number if you asked them to rate how likely the bad news was.

They are not in the same state, and everyone knows it.
One of them is waiting the way youwait for weather. The other is waiting

the way you wait when your whole body is still arranged around a different
outcome, when the plans you made assuming the good version have not
been dismantled yet, when part of you is standing somewhere the news is
about to make uninhabitable.

Same forecast. Different arrangement. If Expectation were a single num-
ber, those two states would be identical, and the equationwould predict that
the call lands on both of them the same way. It does not, and it would be a
poor model that said otherwise.

So Expectation needs two components, and they need to be independent
of each other. One of them answerswhat is about to happen. The other answers
where am I already pointed.

THE REAL COMPONENT: PREDICTION

Call the first one 𝑃, for prediction.
𝑃 is the output of a machine you did not install and cannot turn off. It

runs constantly and below the level of report. It takes the one shared record
of finished things — the Immutable Past, everything that has already been
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declared Actual — and produces a running numerical estimate of what is
about to be declared next. It does this for the stair height, the price of coffee,
the tone of a colleague’s reply, the resistance of a door handle, and several
thousand other things you have never once thought about.

Three properties matter, and each of them will do work later.
It is always on. There is no idle mode. A prediction machine that stopped

would not produce calm; it would produce a person for whom the next sec-
ondwas a total novelty, which is a description of amedical emergency rather
than of serenity.

It is individually instantiated. Everyone has their own, trained on their
own path through the same shared past. Two people who witnessed the
same decade did not train the samemodel on it, because they stood in differ-
ent placeswhile it happened. This iswhy a shared record produces unshared
expectations without anyone lying.

Its misses are morally neutral. When 𝑃 is wrong, nothing has been vio-
lated. Prediction is not a promise, and being surprised is not evidence of a
character defect. A great deal of unnecessary shame comes from treating a
wrong prediction as a moral failure. The machine estimated; the world de-
clared; the estimate was off. That is the job working, not the job failing.

In the ordinary human domain 𝑃 is positive. You are always predicting
some amount of world.

THE IMAGINARY COMPONENT: IDEATION

Call the second one 𝐼, for ideation, and resist the first thing you want it to
mean.

𝐼 is not a list of your beliefs. It is not an inventory of opinions, values, or
commitments that could be written down and audited. If it were, everyone
with a rich inner life would have an enormous 𝐼, and that is plainly false —
some of themost thoroughly opinionated people you know are also the least
oriented.

𝐼 is a resultant. The ideational field is dense, not sparse: at anymoment you
are host to an enormous number of ideas, half-formed intentions, aversions,
hopes, and framings. Each one contributes a unit vector in the complex plane.
Every idea has the same length. What differs is only which way it points.

The vectors sum tip to tail. That is the whole mechanism, and it has one
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consequence that explainsmore about people than any inventory could: can-
cellation reduces magnitude. Two ideas pointing in opposite directions do
not average into a moderate idea. They subtract. Hold enough of them and
the sum can be very small while the field remains enormously busy.

This is why you can be full of ideas and still not be pointed anywhere. It
is also why a person with one crude conviction can be so much harder to
move than a person with forty refined ones.

PUTTING THEM TOGETHER

Expectation is the two components taken as a single complex quantity.

𝐸(𝑡) = 𝑃(𝑡) + 𝑖 𝐼(𝑡)

The real part is what you predict; the imaginary part is where you are ori-
ented. They are held on perpendicular axes because they are different kinds
of thing, and the perpendicularity is not decoration. It is a rule, and we will
come back to it.

Since the Actual is real and Expectation is complex, the quotient is com-
plex too.

𝑅(𝑡) = 𝐴(𝑡) (𝑃(𝑡) − 𝑖 𝐼(𝑡))
𝑃(𝑡)2 + 𝐼(𝑡)2

That is the same division as before, written out so both parts can be read
separately. The real part of Reality is 𝐴𝑃/(𝑃2 + 𝐼2) and the imaginary part
is −𝐴𝐼/(𝑃2 + 𝐼2). In plain English: how far the world overran or undershot
your forecast, and how far off-axis it landed fromwhere youwere leaning. A
single number cannot carry both, which is the entire reason for the machin-
ery.

Note what the denominator 𝑃2 + 𝐼2 does. Orientation makes the divisor
larger. A person heavily leaned toward something has a bigger denomina-
tor and therefore a smaller Reality magnitude for the same Actual. Being
strongly pointed somewhere damps how much any given event registers,
and it tilts the residue off-axis. That is not a bug in the model. It is a fair de-
scription of what conviction often does to a week. I should add, because a
second edition is the place to add it, that this is also one of the least settled
consequences of the arithmetic. Elsewhere I have argued that ideas can add
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weight to an event rather than subtract it, and both claims cannot be true of
the same quotient as it is written here. Either the Actual carries a direction of
its own, or a single complex number is too small a container for Expectation.
I do not yet knowwhich, and the question is listed with the others at the end
of the book.

SIX OVER SIX PLUS TWO

Numbers make this concrete faster than paragraphs do. Take an Actual of
six. Take a person whose prediction was also six and whose orientation is
two.

So 𝐴 = 6 and 𝐸 = 6 + 2𝑖.
The division gives 𝑅 = 0.9 − 0.3𝑖. The magnitude is about 0.949 and the

angle is about −0.32 radians, roughly eighteen degrees below the real axis.
Read that back in English. This person predicted the event almost per-

fectly — the numbers matched exactly — and yet Reality did not come out
at one. It came out slightly under one and noticeably rotated. Nothing about
the forecast was wrong. What happened is that they were leaning, and the
world arrived on the axis it always arrives on, which is not the axis theywere
leaning along.

This is the ordinary experience of getting exactly what you predicted and
still feeling that something did not land. It is not irrationality. It is a rotation.
The person was accurate and off-axis at the same time, and those are sepa-
rately measurable facts about them.

Notice also that a larger 𝐼 would have shrunk the magnitude further and
rotated it more. Prediction accuracy and orientation are doing genuinely dif-
ferent jobs, and no amount of improving one fixes the other.

ACCURATE AND STILL REACHING

The clearest case is the hardest one.
A starving person may predict, with complete accuracy, another day of

hunger. The prediction machine has excellent training data. Yesterday was
hunger, and the day before, and there is no evidence in the Immutable Past
to support any other estimate. 𝑃 is correct.
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Meanwhile the body remains organized toward nourishment. Every sys-
tem in it is pointed at food. The orientation has not updated and will not
update, because orientation is not an estimate and does not answer to evi-
dence the way an estimate does. 𝐼 is large and it is aimed somewhere the
forecast says they are not going.

If Expectation were one number, we would have to say that this person
expects hunger, full stop, and themodel would lose the entire fact of themat-
ter — which is that a creature can be simultaneously correct about its future
and organized against it. That capacity is not a rounding error in human life.
It is most of what we mean by hope, and it deserves a term of its own rather
than a footnote.

The formalism gives it one. The prediction is real. The reaching is imagi-
nary. They coexist without contradiction because they live on perpendicular
axes.

BIAS IS A DIRECTION

This changes what it means to ask about your own bias.
The usual question is what do I believe? It produces an inventory, the in-

ventory is sincere, and the inventory is nearly useless, because people are
poor auditors of their own contents and excellent advocates for them.

The better question is about direction. In which directions do my inter-
pretations repeatedly resolve when the Actual is held constant?

Hold the numerator fixed and watch where the residue keeps landing. If
the same class of event keeps rotating your Reality the same way — always
toward threat, always toward slight, always toward opportunity, always to-
ward the version in which someone else is at fault — you have located a
real property of your denominator. You have found it the only way it can be
found, which is by its effect rather than by introspection.

Bias, in this reading, is not the size of what you think. It is the angle at
which what you think keeps arriving.
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THE ORTHOGONALITY RULE

One rule keeps all of this from turning into mush, and it has to be stated
plainly because it is the kind of rule that gets quietly broken.

Ideas do not bend prediction.
𝐼 does not adjust 𝑃. Wanting something does not raise the estimate that

it will happen. Orientation lives on its own axis and stays there. If you al-
low the imaginary part to leak into the real part, the two components stop
being separable, the geometry collapses, and the model can be made to say
anything about anyone after the fact. A model that explains everything ex-
plains nothing, and this particular one would be very good at it.

This is a technical detail, and it matters more than most of the philoso-
phy in the chapter. The full model is larger, and there are certainly indirect
couplings in a real nervous system — orientation changes what you look at,
and what you look at changes your training data. But those are couplings
through the world and through the Immutable Past, not a direct term in the
equation. Inside the equation, the axes are perpendicular and stay perpen-
dicular.

Keep the rule and the denominator stays legible. Break it and you have a
horoscope.

Expectation is not one number. It is two, held perpendicular.
Prediction is always on, individually trained, and morally neutral when it misses.

Ideation is a resultant of unit vectors, so cancellation shrinks it.
You can be perfectly accurate and still be pointed somewhere else.

Bias is a direction, not a quantity of belief.
Ideas do not bend prediction, and the model dies the moment they do.

Reality is complex because Expectation is complex.

If those lines hold, then the most consequential thing about a person is
notwhat they know and not evenwhat they predict. It is the angle they bring
to the division. Two colleagues can hold identical forecasts about the same
quarter and still be living in different quotients, and the difference will not
show up in anything either of them says out loud. It will show up in what
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the next event does to them, which is the subject of the chapter after this.
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CHAPTER 4

Surprise Is the Logarithm of Reality

WHAT SURPRISE IS NOT

The word arrives carrying luggage. Surprise sounds like a party, or a jump,
or a hand over the mouth. It sounds like something that happens to your
face.

That is not what the word does here, and the substitution is worth resist-
ing from the first line, becausemost of the surprise in a human day produces
no expression at all.

Surprise is not an emotion. Emotions may follow it, and often do, but
they are downstream and they are optional. Surprise is not shock, which is a
particular high-magnitude case that people mistake for the whole category.
Surprise is not novelty, which is a property of objects rather than of encoun-
ters — a thing can be brand new and produce almost no surprise, because
you predicted it well before it showed up.

Surprise is derived. It is not a separate ingredient added to the model; it
is what you get when you take a logarithm of something we already have.

THE DEFINITION

Reality is the quotient. Surprise is its logarithm.

𝑆(𝑡) = Log(𝑅(𝑡)) = ln|𝑅(𝑡)| + 𝑖 Arg(𝑅(𝑡))

The capital form denotes the complex logarithm, because Reality is complex
and an ordinary logarithm would refuse to take it.

Read the two halves. The real part, ln|𝑅|, is scalar surprise: how much
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more or less world arrived than the amount your model was holding. The
imaginary part, Arg(𝑅), is orientational surprise: how far off-axis it landed
from where you were already pointed.

Those are different experiences and everyone has had both. Scalar sur-
prise is that was bigger than I thought.Orientational surprise is that was not the
kind of thing I was braced for. A colleague resigning on the day you expected
a resignation, for reasons you never considered, is a small scalar surprise
and a large angular one. The quantity of world was right. The direction was
wrong.

THE SCALAR PICTURE

Set the imaginary part aside for a moment and let 𝑅 be a plain positive num-
ber. Then 𝑆 = ln𝑅, and three cases exhaust the space.

If 𝑅 = 1, then 𝑆 = 0. The Actual matched Expectation. Nothing was
learned, nothing was owed, and — nothing became conscious.

If 𝑅 > 1, then 𝑆 > 0. More world arrived than was expected. The stair
was higher than your foot assumed.

If 𝑅 < 1, then 𝑆 < 0. Less world arrived than was expected. The stair was
lower, the room was emptier, the reply was shorter, the day was flatter.

Negative surprise is a real quantity and not a figure of speech. Under-
arrival is as informative as over-arrival and often more corrosive, because
over-arrival announces itself and under-arrival mostly just leaves a person
tired. The sign carries no moral content. A negative surprise is not a bad
surprise; it is a smaller-than-forecast one, and it might be the best news of
the year.

WHY A LOGARITHM AND NOT A DIFFERENCE

The obvious alternative is subtraction. Take what happened, subtract what
you expected, and call the gap the surprise. It is simpler and it is what most
people would build. It is also wrong in four specific ways, and each failure
points at something the logarithm gets right.

Ratio, not gap.Adifference has units and a ratio does not. Being fifty dol-
lars off is catastrophic on a coffee and invisible on amortgage.Human beings
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are manifestly ratio creatures: a doubling feels like a doubling whether the
base is small or large. The quotient handles this before the logarithm ever
gets involved, and the logarithm is what makes the quotient usable.

Compression. The range of magnitudes a personmoves through in a day
is enormous, spanning many orders of magnitude between the grain of a
texture and the loss of a parent. A raw ratio would produce numbers so
wildly scaled that no accumulator could hold them together. The logarithm
compresses that range into something a finite creature can integrate over.
This is the same reason we measure sound and earthquakes on logarithmic
scales, and it is not a coincidence — the instrument is matching the receiver.

Symmetry. Under a logarithm, over-arrival and under-arrival are mirror
images. Twice what you expected gives ln 2 ≈ 0.69. Half what you expected
gives ln 0.5 ≈ −0.69. Same distance, opposite sign. Subtraction cannot do
this; it treats the two directions as unequal and bounds one of them artifi-
cially, since the Actual cannot go below zero but has no ceiling above.

Additivity. This is the property that earns the logarithm its place. Re-
ality composes multiplicatively across nested layers — the sentence inside
the conversation inside the meeting inside the week — and logarithms turn
multiplication into addition.

Log(𝑅1 ⋅ 𝑅2) = Log𝑅1 + Log𝑅2

In English: the surprise of two things taken together is the sum of their sep-
arate surprises. That is what makes accumulation possible at all. If surprise
did not add, there would be no coherent way to ask what a whole hour cost
you, and the entire account of attention that follows would have nothing to
stand on.

A model can be judged by whether its pieces need each other. This one
does. The quotient is what makes the logarithm meaningful, and the loga-
rithm is what makes the quotient addable.

There is a fifth reason, and it is the one thatmattersmost for the argument.
A difference would make surprise depend on the units of the world. A ratio
makes it depend on the relationship between the world and the model. That
is the correct dependency, because surprise is not a property of events. It is
a property of encounters. Two people meeting the same event carry away
different surprises, and they do so lawfully, because they brought different
divisors — which is Chapter 2’s wedding, restated in a form you can now
do arithmetic on.
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THE BRANCH PROBLEM, STATED HONESTLY

The complex logarithm has a wrinkle, and it is better to name it than to let it
appear later as a mystery.

Log(𝑅) = ln|𝑅| + 𝑖 (arg𝑅 + 2𝜋𝑘), 𝑘 ∈ ℤ

The angle is only defined up to a whole number of turns. Every full rotation
returns you to the same place, so the function ismulti-valued, and any single
answer is a choice of branch.

For a point estimate this is harmless. Take the principal branch, the one
that keeps the angle between −𝜋 and 𝜋 , and move on.

For anything unfolding in time it is not harmless. Track a person’s angu-
lar surprise across a stretch of minutes and the principal branch will hand
you a violent discontinuity every time the true angle crosses 𝜋 , because the
notation wraps around and reports a jump of 2𝜋 radians, a full turn, where
the underlying rotation was smooth. Feed that into an accumulator and you
will find enormous surprise at moments when nothing happened.

The fix is standard and it is called phase unwrapping: track the angle
continuously across the boundary rather than resetting it, so that a steady
turn reads as a steady turn.

This is a technical detail, and it matters. Any measurement discipline
built on this model — and the book will eventually propose one — has to
unwrap the phase, or it will spend its budget chasing artifacts of its own no-
tation. A great many of the false alarms in an instrumented system are the
instrument reporting on itself.

THE MOST IMPORTANT NUMBER IN THE BOOK

Now the value that everything else is organized around.
𝑅 = 1 means 𝑆 = 0. The Actual arrived exactly as Expectation had it. Nu-

merator and denominator cancel. There is no residue, nothing to accumulate,
nothing to hand upward.

That state has a name in ordinary life, and the name is nothing happened.
But something did happen. The stair was climbed. The door opened. The

water came out of the tap at the temperature it always does. The payment
cleared. The colleague said the thing you would have written down if you
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had been asked to guess. A great deal of world occurred, and every bit of it
was met by a model that was already holding it.

𝑅 = 1 is not emptiness. It is a perfect match, which is the most efficient
thing a mind can do with an event, and which by construction leaves no
trace.

That last clause is the trap. The states that cost you nothing are exactly the
states that leave no record of having occurred, so a life is remembered as the
set of its failures to predict. This is why uneventful competence is chronically
undervalued, in institutions and in households alike. It is not that people are
ungrateful. It is that the successful case produces a zero, and zeros do not
accumulate into anything a person can later point at.

This is the stop condition. It is the silent state. It is the target every well-
designed system should be aiming at for the parts of the world it has been
given to maintain — not because those parts do not matter, but because a
thing that is fully predicted has no further claim to make. The reliable door
is not a door you have stopped caring about. It is a door whose quotient is
one.

And it is where the two halves of this bookmeet. On the human side, 𝑅 =
1 is how a life becomes livable; nobody could survive a world in which every
stair required a decision. On the machine side, 𝑅 = 1 is what silence actually
means, and it is why silence is an achievement rather than an absence.

There is a cost, and the bookwill come back to it at length. Surprise driven
to zero is not destroyed. It is deferred, and deferred things keep their own
schedule.

For now the arithmetic is enough. One is the number where the world
and the model agree. Zero is what that agreement costs in surprise. And
zero surprise, as the next chapter will show, is the same thing as no attention
at all.
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Surprise is not an emotion, a shock, or a novelty. It is a derived quantity.
Surprise is the complex logarithm of Reality.

Its real part is magnitude; its imaginary part is direction.
A logarithm and not a difference, because ratios compress and surprises add.
Unwrap the phase, or your notation will invent surprise that never occurred.

𝑅 = 1 means 𝑆 = 0, and 𝑆 = 0 is the quietest and most valuable state in the model.

If those lines hold, then silence is not the absence of an event. Silence is the
signature of an event that was met. That single reframing is what separates
a system worth trusting from a system that has merely stopped reporting,
and it is why the question to ask about any quiet machine is not is it still there
but what is its quotient.
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CHAPTER 5

Attention Is Normalized Accumulated
Surprise

THE SPOTLIGHT YOU DO NOT HOLD

The standard picture of attention is a spotlight. There is a beam, you hold the
handle, and you point it atwhatever you have decided deserves illumination.
Everything the beam misses stays dark.

It is a good picture for one reason: it captures selectivity. Something is
being chosen, and most of the world is not.

It is a bad picture for a more important reason. It puts you behind the
handle.

Themechanismdoes notwork thatway, and the rest of this book depends
on knowing exactly how it does work. Attention is not aimed. It is produced.
It is the output of a process with four stages, and by the time you have any
experience of attending to something, all four have already run.

The ladder is short and no rung can be skipped.
Reality. Then complex surprise. Then accumulated surprise. Then a

renormalized pointer.

TWO TIMESCALES

Before the accumulation can be described, there have to be two timescales,
because the whole account depends on the gap between them.

The first timescale is microtime. Take a baseline interval 𝜀 = 10−12 sec-
onds — one picosecond. At every such tick, the division runs: an Actual
against an Expectation, producing a Reality, producing a surprise.
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Say plainly what that number is and is not. It is a modelling scale. It is
not a claim that any biological structure updates at a picosecond, and no-
body should read it as neuroscience. It is chosen to be small enough that the
underlying process can be treated as continuous, which is what makes the
integral in the next section legitimate. Choose a different baseline and the
arithmetic below changes; the structure does not.

The second timescale is the conscious window. Call it 𝑊, and set it at one
second. That is roughly the grain of the experienced present — the width of
the now that you actually inhabit, rather than the instant that mathematics
prefers.

Divide one by the other and you get the number this chapter is really
about.

𝑁 = 𝑊
𝜀 = 1012

A trillion divisions inside every conscious second. A trillion Realities, a tril-
lion surprises, and one experience.

Whatever consciousness is, it is not a viewing window onto that stream.
It is what is left after that stream has been compressed by a factor of a trillion.
You have never met a moment. You have only ever met a summary.

ACCUMULATION

The compression is an integral, and it is weighted.

𝐶𝑊(𝑡) = ∫
𝑡

𝑡−𝑊
𝐾𝑊(𝑡 − 𝜏) Log(𝑅(𝜏)) 𝑑𝜏 𝐾𝑊 ≥ 0, ∫ 𝐾𝑊 = 1

In English: take every surprise inside the last window, weight each one ac-
cording to how long ago it happened, and add them up.

𝐾𝑊 is the kernel — the weighting function. It is non-negative, because
you cannot have anti-weight on amoment, and it integrates to one, because it
distributes emphasis across the window rather than manufacturing more of
it. Its shape decides how much the very recent dominates the merely recent.
A sharply peaked kernel gives a mind that lives at the leading edge; a flat
one gives a mind that treats the whole second evenly.
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ATTENTION IS NORMALIZED ACCUMULATED SURPRISE

The important structural fact is that 𝐶𝑊 is complex, because surprise is
complex, and complex quantities add tip to tail rather than in a queue. This
has a consequence that is easy to state and easy to underrate.

Surprises can cancel.
A trillion micro-surprises pointing in a trillion directions can sum to

something very close to nothing. Not because they were small. Because they
disagreed. The window can be full of activity and the accumulator can still
come out empty, and when that happens the second passes as quietly as if
nothing had occurred in it at all.

THE THRESHOLD

There is one more gate before anything reaches you.
Let 𝛿 be a threshold. If |𝐶𝑊(𝑡)| < 𝛿 , no conscious attention appears. The

accumulated surprise was real, it was nonzero, and it did not clear the bar.
This is the formal version of something everyone has experienced from

the inside. The refrigerator was humming all evening. The tag was against
your neck the whole time. The conversation at the next table was audible
in every acoustic sense. None of them became objects of consciousness, and
none of them were absent from the world.

Below 𝛿 , the world is processed and not attended. That gap— processed
but not attended — is where most of existence is spent, and the book will
keep returning to it, because it is exactly the region into which a well-built
machine is trying to move its own operation.

The threshold also explains something that otherwise looks like inconsis-
tency in people. The same event can cross 𝛿 on one day and fall short of it
on another, with no change in the event at all. What changed was the rest of
the window. A window already crowded with surprise leaves a small diver-
gence unable to make itself felt; an empty window lets the same divergence
dominate. This is not a claim about mood. It is a claim about what else was
in the integral, and it is why the same remark lands twice differently from
the same person in the same room.
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ATTENTION IS NORMALIZED ACCUMULATED SURPRISE

THE POINTER

Above the threshold, the accumulated surprise is renormalized into a
pointer.

Attptr(𝑡) = Nrm(𝐶𝑊(𝑡)) 𝐷att(𝑡) = ∣Attptr(𝑡)∣ 𝜃att(𝑡) = Arg(Attptr(𝑡))

Attention has two measurable properties and not one. 𝐷att is intensity:
how much of you is claimed. 𝜃att is direction: which way the claim points.

Why renormalize at all? Because the accumulator has no ceiling and con-
sciousness does. Whatever consciousness is, it does not present you with
unbounded quantities; a person in extremity is overwhelmed, not infinitely
attentive. Something squeezes an unbounded input into a bounded output.

Here is a normalizer that demonstrates the shape, offered as an illustra-
tion and nothing more:

Attptr = 𝐶𝑊
1 + |𝐶𝑊 | for |𝐶𝑊 | ≥ 𝛿

It keeps the direction untouched and compresses themagnitude toward one.
Small accumulations pass through nearly unchanged; enormous ones satu-
rate. That is the right qualitative behaviour, and it is a demonstration rather
than a discovery.

State the limit openly. The true form of the renormalizer is an open pa-
rameter of this model. It is almost certainly not this expression, it is probably
adaptive, and finding it is empirical work that this book does not do. What
the bookneeds is only that somebounded renormalization occurs, that it pre-
serves direction, and that intensity saturates. Those three properties carry
every argument that follows.

WHAT THE EQUATION DOES NOT GIVE YOU

Now the honest gap, stated before anyone finds it and mistakes it for a hid-
den flaw.

The pointer has a direction. It does not have a name.
𝜃att is an angle. It is not the word pain, or beauty, or threat, or your daugh-

ter’s face. Going from an angle in the complex plane to a named object of
consciousness requires an additional layer — a semantic address space that
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maps directions onto contents. This model does not supply that layer, and
pretending otherwise would be the point at which a formalism turns into a
mysticism.

So the division of labour is precise. The equation says that attention has
been produced, howmuch of it there is, andwhichway it points. The seman-
tic layer says what it is pointing at. Both are necessary. Only one is on offer
here.

This is a philosophical claim of the Reality Equation, not an established
conclusion of neuroscience. It should be judged the way models are judged:
by what it forbids, what it predicts, and what it lets you build.

THE PAYOFF

Now the plain English, which is what the machinery was for.
Attention is not time. Time is the container, and the container is not the

scarce part. A trillion picoseconds all with 𝑅 = 1 produce an empty accumu-
lator and an hour that vanished. You were present the whole time. Nothing
was attended.

Attention is not preference. You did not choose the contents of 𝐶𝑊 . The
integration ran before any part of you that could have an opinion was con-
sulted. Preference operates on the output, sometimes, slowly, and always
after the fact.

Attention is not importance. Nothing in the ladder reads a significance
field. The equation has no term for how much something matters. It has a
term for how far the world diverged from the model, and that is a different
quantity that we spend our lives confusing with the first.

Attention is the remainder. It is what survives accumulation, threshold-
ing, and renormalization. You attend towhat your predictionmachine could
not resolve— the leftover, the unpaid balance, the part of the last second that
did not cancel.

That is the whole claim, and the shape of a day follows from it.
A loud noise you fully expected may barely register. The train at 6:12

does not turn your head, because 𝑅 was one before the sound arrived, and a
surprise of zero contributes nothing to the accumulator nomatter howmany
decibels it carries. Volume is in the world. Surprise is in the division.

A quiet word you did not expect can change your life. Your daughter says
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it’s fine in a register your model has never produced for that phrase. Three
syllables, almost no acoustic energy, and an enormous angular surprise. It
clears 𝛿 instantly and the pointer swings, and youwill remember the kitchen
you were standing in for thirty years.

Nothing in that difference is about the size of the event. All of it is about
the size of the remainder.

It is worth sittingwith the second example, because it is the reason for the
mathematics rather than an illustration of it. That kitchen moment is among
the warmest things a person gets. It is also exactly the kind of thing that
our ordinary vocabulary handles badly — we call it intuition, or a parent’s
instinct, or a feeling, and having called it a feeling we lose the ability to say
why it was reliable. The model says why. An enormous angular surprise
cleared a threshold, and the reason it was enormous is that you had thirty
thousand prior instances of that voice in your denominator. The tenderness
and the arithmetic are the same fact. Precision here is not a cooling of the
thing. It is the only way to defend it against being explained away.

THE CONSEQUENCE NOBODY LIKES

One implication follows immediately and it is uncomfortable enough that
people usually change the subject.

If attention is the output of a division you do not perform, then whoever
controls the denominator controls the output.

Not by persuasion. Not by argument. By arithmetic. A system that knows
what you predict canmanufacture divergence from it, and themanufactured
divergence will produce attention in you exactly as reliably as an honest
event would, because the mechanism does not check where the surprise
came from.

That is not a conspiracy. It is a consequence of the ladder having no con-
sent stage on it.

Which is the next chapter, and it is the one this book has owed you since
the first.
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Attention is produced, not aimed.
A trillion micro-Realities are compressed into one conscious second.
Surprises accumulate as complex quantities, so they can cancel.
Below the threshold, the world is processed and not attended.

The pointer has intensity and direction; naming its object needs a layer the
equation does not supply.

Attention is not time, not preference, and not importance.
Attention is the remainder.

If those lines hold, then every question about attention has to be rewritten.
Not what should I focus on, which addresses a handle nobody is holding, but
what inmy surroundings is failing to resolve. The answer to that second question
is where your consciousness has already gone, whether or not you would
have sent it there — and it explains why the instruction to simply pay better
attention has such a poor record against a device engineered to keep its own
quotient away from one.
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CHAPTER 6

Attention Is Stolen, Not Given

TWO WORDS THAT ASSUME TOO MUCH

Pay attention.
It is the first instructionmost of us received and the onewe have repeated

most often. Teachers say it. Parents say it. Managers say it in longer words.
Every book about focus is an extended version of it, and every one of them
is written in good faith.

The phrase contains a claim, and the claim is false.
To pay is to be the one holding the currency. It presumes a sovereign

account-holder who surveys the options, weighs their merits, and disburses.
It presumes that attention is given, and that the giving is the moment where
a person’s character shows up.

The previous chapter took that account apart. Attention is not disbursed.
It is produced, at the end of a ladder that runs to completion before any part
of you capable of having a preference is consulted. You are not the payer.
You are the account.

This chapter is the one Chapter 1 promised: the mechanical reason exhor-
tation is aweak instrument. Not amoral reason. Not a claim aboutwillpower
or the age we live in. A structural one, which can be read straight off the
equations.

SURPRISE IS FASTER THAN SOVEREIGNTY

Recall the order of operations, because the order is the argument.
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𝑅(𝜏) ⟶ Log𝑅(𝜏) ⟶ 𝐶𝑊(𝑡) ⟶ Attptr(𝑡)

Reality, then surprise, then accumulation, then pointer. Only after that final
arrow does anything arrive that a person can have a view about.

By the time you know what you are attending to, the attending has al-
ready happened. Interpretation operates on the output of the ladder. It does
not sit anywhere on the ladder. There is no stage between accumulation and
the pointer at which a self is asked whether it consents to the direction.

Capture precedes interpretation. That is the whole mechanism in three
words, and everything else in this chapter is a consequence of it.

You can, afterwards, decide that the thing which captured you was un-
worthy. You can decline to act on it. You can look away. All of those are real
capacities and none of them are prevention. They are remedies applied to a
transaction that already cleared.

This is why the honest verb is not pay. It is steal. Not as a metaphor about
wicked companies — mechanically, in the same sense that a stair steals your
foot when it is not the height you assumed. Attention is taken from you by
divergence, and the taking is complete before the question of permission can
be raised.

THE EQUATION HAS NO TERM FOR VALUE

Look for the moral sign in the ladder. It is not there.
The Actual is a positive scalar and carries no verdict. Expectation is a

prediction and an orientation. The logarithm is a compression. The kernel is
a weighting. The threshold is a magnitude test. The renormalizer bounds an
amplitude.

Nowhere in that sequence does a term appear representing how much
something is worth, how much it matters, or whether you would endorse
spending yourself on it. The mechanism answers magnitude. It does not an-
swer merit.

𝐷att(𝑡) = ∣Nrm(𝐶𝑊(𝑡))∣

The intensity of attention is a function of accumulated divergence and of
nothing else. Two events with identical surprise produce identical claims on
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you, whether one of them is your child’s cough and the other is a stranger’s
argument you will not remember by Thursday.

That is a harsh sentence and it is also the most useful one in the chapter,
because it explains a failure that people otherwise blame themselves for. You
are not weak-willed for having been taken by something trivial. You were
taken by something divergent. The mechanism was not consulted about the
triviality, because the mechanism has no input for it.

Less interesting does not mean less important is a line this book will keep
repeating in the other direction. Here is the same coin: more interesting does
not mean more important. The equation is indifferent both ways, and every
trouble in the attention economy lives in that indifference.

WHY THE FEED NEEDS NO THEORY OF THE SOUL

Now the practical consequence, and it is worth stating without heat.
A system designed to capture human attention does not need to under-

stand human beings. It does not need a theory of meaning, of the good life,
of what a person is for. It needs one thing: the ability to place high-surprise
objects in front of a creature governed by divergence.

That is a far easier engineering problem than understanding anyone, and
it is the reason the modern attention industry works as well as it does with
as little wisdom as it has. It is not persuading you. Persuasion would require
engaging the part of you that can decline. It is operating one rung below that,
on the accumulator, where declining is not an available operation.

The best of these systems have an additional advantage: they hold a
model of your denominator. They know, statistically, what you predict.
Knowing what you predict is precisely what is required to manufacture di-
vergence from it. A system that can estimate 𝑃 can select for 𝑅 ≠ 1 on pur-
pose, and selecting for 𝑅 ≠ 1 is selecting for surprise, and surprise is what
produces attention.

None of that requires malice and most of it does not involve any. It re-
quires an optimization target and a feedback loop. The mechanism supplies
the rest.
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A PREDICTABLY UNPREDICTABLE OBJECT

Consider the object itself, since almost everyone reading this is holding one
or is within a metre of it.

The phone is a strange thing in this model, and the strangeness is the
point. It is a known container of unknown contents. You can predict the object
perfectly. Its weight, its shape, the exact resistance of the button, the time it
takes to wake — all of it is 𝑅 = 1. The object is fully absorbed.

Its contents are the opposite. What is inside is, by construction, not pre-
dictable. Every check is a draw from a distribution you cannot collapse in
advance, and the distribution is maintained by a very large number of peo-
ple whose work is to keep it from collapsing.

Predictably unpredictable. A device whose interface is boring andwhose
payload is engineered never to resolve.

That is not a description of a temptation. It is a description of a surprise
dispenser attached to a creature that produces attention from surprise. The
wonder is not that people check it. The wonder is that anyone ever puts it
down.

And there is a quieter corollary, which is the part most discussions miss.

THE ATTENTION AUCTION

The phone did not win only by getting better. It won partly because every-
thing around it got quieter.

Think about what has been happening to the rest of a life over the same
decades. Routines have become more reliable. Groceries arrive as ordered.
The commute is the commute. Work has been proceduralized, smoothed,
made consistent — which is to say, made predictable, which is to say, driven
toward 𝑅 = 1. Every improvement in the reliability of ordinary life is a re-
duction in the surprise that ordinary life emits.

Attention migrates to the highest bidder in surprise. So here is the auc-
tion, and it is one of the most useful ideas in this book:

Attention moves not because a new bidder got louder, but because the
old bidder got quieter.

The customer did not become less important when the salesperson
stopped thinking about them daily. The customer became predictable. The
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marriage did not stop mattering in the year it stopped being interesting; it
started being predicted well. The stable system, the mature product, the
healthy child, the reliable colleague — none of them lost importance. They
lost surprise, and the mechanism cannot tell the difference, and so the bid
collapsed and something else took the block.

Once you see this, a great deal of ordinary neglect stops looking like a
failure of love and starts looking like the arithmetic it is. That does not excuse
it. It relocates it, which is a more useful thing to do with a problem.

EXHORTATION IS WEAK. RELOCATION IS STRONG.

Now the ethical turn, and it is not the one people expect from a chapter with
this title.

If capture precedes interpretation, then any strategy that operates on in-
terpretation is arriving late. That is the entire diagnosis of exhortation. Pay
attention to better things addresses a stage of the process that runs after the
theft. It is advice given to the witness rather than to the mechanism.

This is why sincere effort in this domain has such a poor record. People
try, and fail, and conclude they are deficient. They are not deficient. They
are applying a downstream remedy to an upstream event, and the failure is
structural, and it will recur for as long as the strategy stays the same.

The strong instrument operates on the inputs. If attention answers diver-
gence, then the way to change what claims you is to change what you are
standing next to. Not to become invulnerable to theft — that is not on offer,
and a person immune to surprise would be a personwho had stopped learn-
ing — but to arrange a life in which the things most worth being taken by
are the things still capable of taking you.

Put a difficult instrument in the room. Sit with a person whose interior
you cannot predict, and ask the question you do not already know the an-
swer to. Take on work at the edge of your competence, where the model
breaks honestly. Go where your predictions are worst and the stakes are
real.

The task is not to defend the account. The task is to stand where better
things can steal you.

That is also the design brief for every machine discussed in the rest of
this book. A system that manufactures divergence in order to hold a per-
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son is stealing. A system that drives its own quotient to one, and so returns
the block it used to claim, is giving something back. Between those two be-
haviours lies almost everything that matters about what gets built next.

Attention is not paid. It is taken.
Capture precedes interpretation; the ladder has no consent stage.

The mechanism answers magnitude, not merit.
A capture system needs no theory of the soul, only a model of your denominator.
Attention migrates because the old bidder got quieter, not because the new one got

louder.
Exhortation addresses the witness; relocation addresses the mechanism.

Do not try to become unstealable. Stand where better things can steal you.

If those lines hold, then the moral vocabulary we have been using for a
generation is aimed at thewrong stage, andmost of the guilt it has produced
was misfiled. The real question is not whether a person has the discipline to
resist a well-engineered surprise. It is why so much of what deserves them
has gone quiet — and whether the quiet is neglect, or whether it is the sign
of something so well predicted that it no longer needs to ask. That second
possibility is the mechanism at the centre of this book, and it is called ab-
sorption.
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PART II

ABSORPTION
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CHAPTER 7

Absorption Is Prediction Success

THE DOOR YOU DID NOT NOTICE

You went through a door this morning. Your hand found the handle at the
height your hand expected. The latch gave at the pressure your arm had
already budgeted. The door swung the distance it always swings, and you
were on the other side of it before any of it reached you.

Askwhat youwere thinking aboutwhile that happened.Whatever it was,
it was not the door.

Now ask the harder question. Is the door unimportant?
It is not. A door is a boundary, a security device, a piece of structural

engineering, and the line between weather and shelter. Nearly everything
you own sits behind one. If the handle had come away in your hand this
morning, yourwhole daywould have reorganized around it inside a second,
and you would have thought about very little else until it was fixed.

So the door is important, and the door received nothing. Whatever gov-
erns the allocation of your conscious surface, it is not importance.

That sentence is the correction this book turns on, andmost people hold it
backwards.We assume thatwhatwe attend to iswhatmatters to us, and that
whatever has gone quiet has been demoted. Both halves are wrong. Silence
is not a verdict on value. Silence is a report on prediction.

THE CONDITION, STATED

The machinery from Part One says this precisely, and it says it in one line.
Attention is normalized accumulated surprise across the conscious win-
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dow. Surprise is the logarithm of Reality. Reality is Actual over Expectation.
So if, across thewhole window, theworld keeps arriving exactly as expected,
every rung of the ladder collapses in turn.

𝑅(𝜏) = 1 for all 𝜏 ∈ [ 𝑡 − 𝑊, 𝑡 ]
⟹ 𝑆(𝜏) = 0 ⟹ 𝐶𝑊(𝑡) = 0 ⟹ 𝐷att(𝑡) = 0

In plain English: when Actual matches Expectation for long enough, there is
nothing to accumulate, and the attention pointer has no intensity. The door
does not leave your consciousness because it lost an argument about impor-
tance. It leaves because 𝑅 = 1.

That is absorption. A thing is absorbed when it is predicted well enough
to stop producing surprise, and therefore stops producing attention.

Notice what the condition does not contain. There is no term for conse-
quence. No term for stakes, for cost of failure, for how much you would re-
gret it. The equation cannot see any of that. It sees the quotient and nothing
else. A containment system running perfectly and a novelty keychain run-
ning perfectly make the same contribution to your accumulated surprise,
which is none.

This is not a flaw in themodel. It is themodel reporting an uncomfortable
fact about you.

THREE SPECIES OF SILENCE

Absorption is not one phenomenon. Three different mechanisms produce
the same silence, and telling them apart matters as soon as you try to design
for it.

Pure absorption is the clean case above. Actual and Expectation match, 𝑅
sits at one, surprise is zero, and there is nothing to threshold. This is rarer
than it looks. Perfect prediction sustained across a full conscious second is
an idealization, useful for stating the condition and almost never observed.

Threshold absorption is the common case. Small divergences occur, they
accumulate, and the accumulation stays under 𝛿 . Something did happen.
The latch was slightly stiffer than usual. The accumulated magnitude never
cleared the bar, so nothing became conscious. The surprise was real and sub-
threshold.
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Resolved absorption is the subtle one. Micro-surprises occur in quantity,
but they point in opposing directions and cancel under integration. The stiff-
ness of the latch is offset by the lightness of the swing. 𝐶𝑊 ends near zero
not because nothing happened but becausewhat happened summed to noth-
ing. A great deal of ordinary mastery lives here — the practiced driver, the
surgeon, the person who has chaired the same meeting for six years. Their
world is not empty of divergence. Their divergences resolve.

All three arrive at consciousness identically. From the inside, absorbed is
absorbed. You cannot introspect the difference,which is exactlywhy systems
have to be built as though you cannot.

AUTOMATION IS A DECISION; ABSORPTION IS A SLOPE

There is a word people reach for here, and it is the wrong word.
Automation is a conscious transfer of execution. Somebody decided.

There was a meeting, a budget, a vendor, a rollout. The decision is docu-
mented, and if it goes badly you can find the person who signed.

Absorption is an unconscious transfer of attention. Nobody decided. You
did not choose to stop noticing your commute; the prediction machine got
good at it and the noticing ended without a ceremony. You cannot name the
morning it happened. There was no morning. There was a slope.

This asymmetry explains a great deal of institutional confusion. Organi-
zations govern the thing that had a meeting and leave the thing that had
a slope entirely ungoverned. There are procurement processes for automa-
tion and no process at all for absorption, even though absorption is what
actually determines where human attention ends up. The budget follows
the decision. Reality follows the quotient.

Absorption also does not wait for permission. It happens to the systems
you deployed, to the risks you accepted, and to the people you live with. It
runs on prediction quality alone.

WHAT IT PAYS AND WHAT IT COSTS

The dividend is real and it should not be sneered at. Every absorbed pro-
cess returns a piece of conscious surface. A person who must attend to the
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mechanics of walking cannot hold a conversationwhile crossing a room. Ab-
sorption is the reason a human being can carry a thought from one place to
another. Most of civilization is a stack of things nobody has to notice any-
more.

But every asset implies a liability, and this one is specific.
Absorption reliably starves quiet value. The mature product that works

is under-loved, because it makes no noise, while the failing pilot gets a war
room. The stable relationship goes unexamined for years, not because it
stoppedmattering but because it stopped surprising. The team that prevents
outages is invisible in a way the team that resolves them is not. A prevented
failure produces no divergence, so it produces no surprise, so it produces no
attention — and attention is what budgets and gratitude both follow.

That is a systematic bias in every organization, and it is not a cultural
failing you can scold your way out of. It is arithmetic. The people who keep
𝑅 at one are the people whose work disappears.

THE EXCEPTION QUEUE

Here is the deeper illusion, and it is the one worth carrying out of this chap-
ter.

Consciousness only ever receives what was not absorbed. That is the en-
tire content of the ladder. So the contents of your awareness are not a sample
of the system you are running. They are the residue of it — the exceptions,
the things prediction failed to swallow. And you will mistake that residue
for the whole.

The manager who believes the business is a sequence of fires is reading
the exception queue and calling it the business. The parent who believes
the household is a sequence of problems is doing the same. The thousand
things that worked today filed no report. They cannot. Working is silent by
construction.

Once you see this, a familiar complaint gets an explanation. People say
their week was nothing but interruptions, and they are being accurate about
their experience andwrong about their week. Theweekwasmostly unevent-
ful. Uneventfulness has no channel to consciousness. It has no representative
in the room.

There is a second consequence of the queue, and it is easy to walk past. If
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the machines take more and more of what was uneventful, the queue does
not get shorter in proportion. It gets denser. Part Four follows the person
who receives it.

THIS IS JUST HOW WE OPERATE

Now the dangerous case, which is the same mechanism pointed at some-
thing nobody would have chosen.

A bad pattern enters an organization and is surprising. Someone raises
it. The magnitude is high, the attention is real, there are arguments. Then it
recurs, and the prediction machine does what a prediction machine does: it
learns. The second occurrence is smaller. The fifth is expected. Somewhere
around the twentieth, the pattern has migrated into the denominator — no
longer a divergence but a component of Expectation. And an event that
matches Expectation yields 𝑅 = 1.

At that point the pattern is not being tolerated. It is invisible. Nobody is
choosing to accept it, because accepting is a conscious act and no conscious
act is occurring. When a new person arrives and flinches, the answer they
get is the honest one: this is just how we operate.

That sentence is the audible symptom of a fully absorbed harm, and it
should be treated as an alarm. It almost never is, because the people saying
it are neither lying nor complicit. They are calibrated. Their model was up-
dated by the one shared Immutable Past, and the past contained this. The
newcomer’s flinch is the last working instrument in the building, and it has
a short shelf life. Give it a season and they will be calibrated too.

Absorption is morally neutral. It will absorb a safety violation with ex-
actly the efficiency it absorbs a doorknob.

HONORING WHAT IS QUIET

The discipline that falls out of this is harder than it sounds, because it cannot
be done by feeling.

You cannot decide to find the reliable thing interesting. Interest is down-
stream of surprise, and the reliable thing has no surprise to give you.
Willpower applied to attention is a weak instrument for the reason already
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given: capture precedes interpretation, and you are not holding the pen.
What you can do is schedule. Put the quiet system on a calendar pre-

cisely because it will never put itself there. Audit the absorbed rather than
the alarming. Ask, in any review, which items arrived because they are im-
portant and which arrived because they made noise — and then go looking
for the third category, the important things that made none.

And hold the sentence thiswhole chapter exists to install. Less interesting
does not mean less important. It usually means the opposite has been true
for a long time and nobody noticed, because noticing is exactly the thing that
was removed.

A thing leaves attention because it is predicted, not because it is unimportant.
Silence is a report on prediction, never a verdict on value.

Automation is a decision; absorption is a slope nobody signs.
What is absorbed pays a dividend and defers a bill.

Consciousness receives the exception queue and mistakes it for the system.
A harm that becomes expected becomes invisible.
Less interesting does not mean less important.

If those lines hold, then the most dangerous thing in any organization
is not the problem everyone is arguing about. It is the thing that used to
be argued about and no longer is. The argument did not end because the
problem was solved. It ended because the prediction got good.
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CHAPTER 8

The Synthetic Subconscious

THE TOOL

Almost everyone reaches for the same analogy first, because every product
page supplies it. Artificial intelligence is a tool.

A tool is an excellent analogy for a hammer. A hammer has no state. It
does not change between uses. It does nothing while you are not holding it,
it has no model of the nail, and if it strikes badly the fault lies entirely in
the arm. The relationship is clean. Intention flows from the human into the
object, and the object contributes leverage and nothing else.

The analogy is comforting because it puts all agency and all responsibility
in one place, and it is not entirely wrong. A great deal of what is sold as AI
is genuinely tool-shaped: a function you call, which returns a value, which
you inspect.

But it breaks at exactly the point where the thing becomes interesting.
Tools do not accumulate. This one does. It has been trained on a past, it car-
ries a compressedmodel of that past, and it produces its output bypredicting
what should follow. A hammer holds no expectation of the nail.

That difference is not a detail. In the vocabulary of Part One, a tool has
no denominator. What we are discussing here is almost nothing but denom-
inator.

THE COLLEAGUE

So people upgrade the analogy, and the upgrade is worse.
If it is not a tool, the reasoning goes, it must be something like a colleague.
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It writes. It works through a problem. It can be handed a brief. It says I think
and I’d suggest and let me know if you’d like me to revise. The conversational
surface sits so close to the surface of a capable junior that the analogy installs
itself without an argument ever being made.

That move feels natural. It is also wrong, and it is wrong in an expensive
direction.

A colleague carries something the system does not: exposure. A col-
league can be embarrassed. A colleague will be in the room next quarter
when the consequences land, knows it, and lets that knowledge shape what
they say and what they refuse to say. Accountability is not a policy bolted
onto a colleague from outside. It is a property of being a continuous person
who has to live inside the results.

The practical damage is straightforward. When you model the system as
a colleague, you start delegating what you delegate to colleagues— not only
execution, but judgment, and eventually responsibility. Judgment can in fact
be handed to something that has none; that is the trap. Responsibility cannot
be handed anywhere. It can only be abandoned, and the org chart will go on
showing it in your box.

THE RIGHT ANALOGY WAS ALREADY INSIDE YOU

There is a predictionmachine you have livedwith your entire life and almost
never think about.

Your subconscious is running now. It is predicting theweight of this book
in your hands, the temperature of the room, the next word of this sentence.
It holds posture, regulates breathing, recognizes a face before you can name
it, and hands your conscious mind a finished perception rather than the raw
stream that produced it. It absorbs. Everything in the previous chapter de-
scribes it.

You do not experience it as a colleague. You do not experience it as a tool.
Most of the time you do not experience it at all, which is the entire point.

That is the analogy. Deployed well, artificial intelligence is a second pre-
diction machine — a synthetic subconscious sitting underneath an institu-
tion the way yours sits underneath you. There are two of them now, learn-
ing by different routes. The biological one absorbs patterns through a body:
through hands, through consequence, through having been present when it

48



THE SYNTHETIC SUBCONSCIOUS

happened. The synthetic one absorbs them through data, documents, sen-
sors, calendars, transactions, and feedback loops. Different substrate, differ-
ent reach, same structural job. Reduce the surprise reaching the conscious
layer so the conscious layer can do what only it can do.

This is a claim about position, not about experience. I am not saying the
machine has a subconscious life, or any life. I am saying it occupies the seat
in a system that a subconscious occupies in a person, and that if you name
the seat correctly, the design questions become answerable.

There is a refinement here that matters more than it first appears. There
are two seats, not one. A synthetic subconscious can sit beneath an institu-
tion, holding its records, its commitments, and its deadlines. Another can
sit beneath a person, holding a model of what that particular person expects
and when they are able to meet what they did not expect. The two do dif-
ferent jobs and they answer to different parties. Most of this book can be
read with either in mind. Chapter 21 argues that the second is the one that
decides whether the arrangement serves the people inside it.

WHAT IT SHOULD ABSORB

The analogy starts paying immediately, because a subconscious has a job
description and the job description is not “everything.”

It should absorb drudgery, not dignity. The scheduling, the reconcilia-
tion, the formatting, the chasing, the typing-up of what already happened
— work that consumes attention without depositing anything in the person
doing it.

It should absorb repetition, not responsibility. The thousandth instance
of a form teaches nobody anything. The decision the form triggers might.

It should absorb administrative burden, not moral judgment. Routing a
complaint is administration. Deciding what is owed to the person who filed
it is not.

It should absorb coordination, not conscience. Getting eleven people into
a room is coordination. What they choose in the room is not.

And four things must never disappear into it, in any organization that
intends to survive its own efficiency: judgment, relationship, accountability,
and the capacity to notice. The last one is the one nobody defends, because it
appears on no process map and has no ticket. It is a person holding enough
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unclaimed conscious surface to register that something is slightly off this
morning.

SAFETY AS MODEL HEALTH

There is a register in which the risks here are usually discussed, and it pro-
duces a great deal of noise and very little design. I am going to avoid it— not
because nothing can go wrong, but because it aims attention at the wrong
layer and leaves the working layer unexamined.

If the system occupies the position of a subconscious, ask the questions
you would ask about a subconscious. That vocabulary is clinical rather than
dramatic, and clinical is more useful.

What is it learning? A subconscious calibrated on a distorted past pro-
duces distorted predictions with complete confidence and no sensation of
distortion. That is not malice. It is the ordinary failure mode of every pre-
diction machine, biological ones very much included, and the remedy is the
ordinary one: look at what it was fed, and keep looking.

What does it silently normalize? This is the previous chapter aimed at
an institution. Whatever the system predicts well it will absorb; whatever
it absorbs stops producing surprise; what stops producing surprise stops
being examined. A synthetic subconscious can move a pattern into the de-
nominator of an entire organization without anyone agreeing to it, which is
a governance problem long before it is anything more alarming.

Andwhat does it absorb so completely that people stop noticing it is there
at all? A system nobody can see is a system nobody can audit. Silence is the
goal for operation and a hazard for oversight, and both of those are true at
once. Holding them together is most of the work.

Call this model health. It is a maintenance discipline, and it is boring in
the way that good safety is almost always boring.

WHY “HUMAN IN THE LOOP” IS NOT THE ANSWER

The standard reassurance is that a human stays in the loop. It is offered as a
design principle. It functions closer to a delaying tactic.

The reason is economic rather than technical. The whole value of a syn-
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thetic subconscious is that it removes claims on human attention. Every hu-
man retained in a loop is a claim retained. So there is continuous, ratio-
nal pressure to remove the human wherever prediction has become good
enough—and that pressure is not corruption. It is the point. A subconscious
requiring conscious sign-off for each heartbeat would not be a subconscious.

So “human in the loop,” offered without saying which loop, at what
threshold, on what evidence, is not a safeguard. It is a sentence that makes
a room feel better and survives no contact with a budget.

The answerable version is narrower. Where does the human remain, and
why exactly there? The honest answers all have the same shape. Where the
cost of being wrong cannot be recovered. Where a judgment is being made
rather than a prediction. Where responsibility has to attach to a name. And
where somebody must retain the practice they will need on the day the pre-
diction fails.

INTELLIGENT INTERRUPTION

What replaces the loop is not supervision. It is a rule about speech.
A well-built synthetic subconscious maintains its own expectation of

what should be happening and compares it against what is. When the two
agree, it says nothing and does the work. When they diverge, it speaks.

𝑅sys(𝑡) = 1 ⟹ silence 𝑅sys(𝑡) ≠ 1 ⟹ speak

Silence is not the absence of function here; it is the report that Actual
matched Expectation. Speech is reserved for divergence, which is the only
thing carrying information the human did not already possess.

Your own subconscious behaves exactly this way. It does not narrate suc-
cessful digestion. It does not confirm that the floor held. It interrupts you
when something is wrong, and because it interrupts rarely, you take the in-
terruption seriously. That last clause is the whole economy of the arrange-
ment, and it is fragile in both directions.

Which is why themost common product failure of this period is a system
that reports on its own successes. Status emails. Completion notifications. A
weekly digest of things that went as expected. Each one is a claim on atten-
tion offered as evidence that attention was saved. It is a net loss on the only
ledger that counts, and it is usually built out of anxiety rather than design —
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the fear that a silent systemwill be mistaken for a system that is not working.
The answer to that fear is not noise. It is earning the silence in a way the

human can verify without being interrupted to do it.

A tool has no denominator; this has almost nothing else.
A colleague carries exposure; a predictor carries none.

AI is best understood as a synthetic subconscious, not a tool and not a peer.
It should absorb drudgery, repetition, administration, and coordination.

It must not absorb judgment, relationship, accountability, or the capacity to notice.
Safety here is model health: what is it learning, and what has it quietly normalized.

Silence when Expectation is met; speech only when it is not.

If those lines hold, the design question stops being how capable a system
can be made and becomes how quiet it has earned the right to be. Capabil-
ity is what lets a system take the seat. Silence is what proves it can hold it.
But silence has two forms that look identical from outside — one where the
system is right and the cost of error is contained, and one where nobody
is watching something that can do real damage. Telling those apart is the
subject of the next chapter, and it is the difference between an economy that
works and one that is merely quiet.
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CHAPTER 9

Safe Irrelevance

THE AMBITION THAT SOUNDS RIGHT

Ask what the best possible version of an automated system looks like and
most answers describe velocity. Faster processing. Instant response. Same
hour instead of same week. The entire vocabulary of operational improve-
ment is a vocabulary of rate.

Speed is genuinely valuable, and it is not the ceiling.
A fast system that still reports to you every time it runs has changed the

duration of the work without changing its claim on you. You are still the des-
tination. The event still arrives, still takes a block of conscious surface, still
has to be read and dismissed. It arrives sooner. That is the whole improve-
ment.

The higher form is different in kind. It is not a faster event. It is an event
that never becomes an event for you at all.

Something happened in the world today on your behalf. A payment
cleared. A record updated. A supplier confirmed. A threshold was checked
and found to be fine. The occurrence was completely real — it has conse-
quences, it left traces, it would appear in any audit. It simply never became
an attended object in your Reality. It exists in the world. It does not exist in
your day.

Call that safe irrelevance. It is the highest form of automation, and the
adjective is doing more work than the noun.
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THREE CONDITIONS, NOT ONE

Irrelevance is easy. Safe irrelevance is a design obligation with three parts,
and all three have to hold at once. Drop any one and you have not built a
quiet system. You have built a loud one that has not gone off yet.

The first is that the event must be well predicted. Not predictable in prin-
ciple — predicted, by this system, on this class of event, with a track record
you can point at. The condition from Chapter 7 is the standard: across the
relevant window, Actual matches Expectation and 𝑅 sits at one. If the sys-
tem’s predictions are merely usually right, then the silence is not absorption.
It is sampling error waiting to be discovered.

The second is that the action must be properly permissioned. Somebody
with the standing to grant it granted it, in advance, in terms narrow enough
to be violated. “Handle my scheduling” is not a permission; it is a mood.
“Accept meetings from this list of people, in these hours, up to this many
per week, never on Fridays” is a permission, because it specifies the actions
that would breach it. A boundary you cannot cross is not a boundary. It is a
slogan.

The third is that the outcomemust be cheaply reversible. If the action turns
out to be wrong, the cost of undoing it must be small — small enough that
discovering the error late is an inconvenience rather than an event.

Each condition is separately necessary. None of them is sufficient. And
the third one governs the other two, for reasons worth being exact about.

REVERSIBILITY SETS THE PERMITTED SILENCE

Here is the load-bearing sentence of the chapter. The cost of being wrong
sets the permitted silence.

Not the accuracy rate. Not the confidence score. Not how impressive the
system has been so far. Prediction quality tells you how often you will be
wrong; reversibility tells you what happens on those occasions, and only
the second one determines how much silence you can afford to buy.

Two systems can be identically accurate and belong in completely differ-
ent silence regimes. A system that files documents into folders and a system
that terminates accounts may both be right ninety-nine times in a hundred.
The filing error is discovered in a week and fixed in a minute. The termina-
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tion error is discovered by a person who has already been harmed, and no
correction returns them to where they were. Same accuracy. One of them
has earned silence. The other has not, and no amount of additional accuracy
will earn it, because the deficiency was never in the prediction.

This gives a working rule that is easy to state and unpopular to apply.
Grant silence in proportion to reversibility, not in proportion to confidence.
Where an action can be undone at low cost, let the system act and say noth-
ing. Where an action cannot be undone, keep it noisy even when the system
is extremely good — especially when it is extremely good, because that is
precisely when people stop checking.

Reversibility is also the one condition of the three that can be engineered
rather than merely hoped for. You cannot make a domain more predictable
by wanting it to be. You can very oftenmake an actionmore reversible: stage
it, delay it, checkpoint it, keep the prior state,make the undopath a first-class
feature instead of a support ticket. Most of the design work of quiet systems
is not in the model at all. It is in building the road back.

HIDDEN RECKLESSNESS

Now the hard line, because from the outside the two states are indistinguish-
able.

Safe irrelevance and hidden recklessness produce exactly the same ex-
perience: nothing happens, and you are not told about it. The dashboard is
calm in both cases. The inbox is empty in both cases. The system is described
in both cases as working well, and in both cases the description is sincere.

The difference is not in what you observe. The difference is whether the
three conditions were established before the silence began.

Hidden recklessness is what you get when silence is achieved by remov-
ing the reporting rather than by earning the right to stop reporting. It is
common, and it is rarely dishonest. Somebody found the notifications an-
noying and turned them off. Somebody widened the agent’s permissions to
unblock a Tuesday. Somebody deployed on a narrow class of cases where re-
versal was trivial, and then the class quietly widened, and nobody re-asked
the reversibility question because there was no ritual for re-asking it.

Note the mechanism, because it is the previous chapters running in re-
verse. The team absorbed the system. Their own prediction of it settled at
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𝑅 = 1. The system then changed underneath a denominator that had al-
ready stopped updating, and the silence carried on meaning what it used to
mean rather than what it now means.

There is a test, and it is a design test rather than an observational one. For
any silent system, ask what the worst outcome is that would still produce
silence. If the answer is a small correctable error, the silence is safe. If the
answer is a serious loss that simply has no channel to reach you, the silence
is not a dividend. It is exposure that has been mislabeled as maturity.

THE THREE-LAYER AGENT

The architecture that satisfies the conditions is simple to describe and de-
manding to build. It has three layers, and each one exists because of a differ-
ent condition.

The first layer predicts the expected. It holds a model of what should
be happening and continuously compares it to what is. This is the layer that
determineswhether 𝑅 is at one, and it is the only layerwith an opinion about
the future.

The second layer acts inside consent. It carries the permissions as explicit,
narrow, auditable grants, and it executes onlywhat falls inside them. Itsmost
important property is not what it can do but what it will refuse to do, and
refusal at this layermust be cheap and frequent. An agent that never declines
has permissions written too wide to be meaningful.

The third layer escalates surprise. When prediction and Actual diverge,
or when a request falls outside consent, or when a proposed action turns out
not to be cheaply reversible, this layer interrupts a human andhands over the
specific divergence — not a summary of the day, not a report of everything
that went well, the divergence.

Predict the expected. Act inside consent. Escalate surprise. Nearly every
failure of an autonomous system in practice is one of those three layers miss-
ing, or one of them collapsed into another. A system with the first two and
not the third is hidden recklessness with good branding. A system with the
first and third but not the second is an agent nobody authorized. A system
with only the third is an alarm.
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THE ARTICULATE APPLIANCE

There is a specific product failure worth naming, because it is currently ev-
erywhere and it is usually mistaken for helpfulness.

An agent that needs to tell you about everything it did is not an agent.
It is an extremely articulate appliance. It has taken over the execution and
returned none of the attention, and it has often made things worse, because
the reports are pleasant to read and easy to approve, so you review them,
and the reviewing becomes a job you did not previously have.

This pattern persists for an understandable reason. Silence is hard to sell.
A system that does nothing visible looks, in a demonstration, like a system
that does nothing. So products are built to perform their ownusefulness, and
the performance is charged to the buyer’s conscious surface. The demonstra-
tion is the moment where the incentive is most inverted, and it is also the
moment where the purchase decision is made.

The correct response is not to accept noise as the price of confidence. It
is to move the confidence somewhere that does not cost attention: into the
boundarymap that sayswhere the system stops being good, into a reversibil-
ity guarantee you can inspect, into a log you can query when you choose to
rather than a stream you receive whether you choose to or not.

The rule underneath is short. A system may prove itself to you on de-
mand. It may not prove itself to you continuously. The first is evidence. The
second is a tax, and it is levied in the one currency that cannot be reissued.

Speed changes the duration of work; silence changes its claim on you.
Safe irrelevance requires three conditions, and all three must hold together.

Well predicted, properly permissioned, cheaply reversible.
The cost of being wrong sets the permitted silence.

Grant silence in proportion to reversibility, never to confidence.
Silence achieved by removing reporting is exposure wearing the costume of

maturity.
An agent that must narrate itself is an appliance with vocabulary.

If those lines hold, then quiet is not something a system is given for good
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behavior. It is a position a system occupies only while three separate obli-
gations are being met, and the moment any of them lapses the quiet stops
meaning what it meant. Which raises the question the next part of this book
has to answer: if silence is the asset, what exactly is being paid for it, and
who is keeping the accounts.
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CHAPTER 10

History Per Interruption

THE DAY THAT DID NOT GET SHORTER

A finance team automates invoice matching. The system works exactly as
promised. It reads the invoice, locates the purchase order, compares the lines,
posts the match, and files the result. Work that used to occupy one person
for most of a day now takes a machine a few seconds.

Then the notifications begin. A batch completed. A batch completedwith
two variances inside tolerance. One invoice is held for review. A vendor
changed its layout and the parser would like confirmation of the new field
mapping. Here is your weekly summary. Here is a dashboard, and the dash-
board has an amber tile on it, and the amber tile turns out to be nothing.

The labor is gone. The person who used to do the matching now spends
most of a day each week on the system that does the matching.

Nothing was oversold here. Every promise the vendor made was kept.
What failed was the accounting.

WE COUNTED THE WRONG HALF

Automation is almost always justified with a numerator. Invoices processed.
Tickets resolved. Documents drafted. Hours saved, computed by multiply-
ing the old manual duration by the new volume and putting the product on
a slide.

The denominator is the attention the system consumes in order to pro-
duce that number. Notifications read. Approvals clicked. Exceptions triaged.
Summaries skimmed. Confidence checked. Configuration repaired after
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something changed quietly upstream. None of this appears in the business
case, because there is no line for it and no unit to write in the line.

So we count what the system produced and we ignore what it charged.
This is a different quotient from the one at the centre of this book, and

the two should be kept apart. Reality divides an Actual by an Expectation.
This one divides output by attention. They are related the way a household
budget is related to a bank balance: one is a discipline, the other is a fact. But
the discipline is missing, and the rest of this chapter is an attempt to supply
it.

THE FINITE LEDGER

Here is a bookkeeping device. I want to be careful about what it is, because
it is easy to mistake for a scientific claim, and it is not one.

Take a day and divide it into blocks of two hundred milliseconds. Five
blocks a second, three hundred a minute, eighteen thousand an hour. A full
twenty-four hours comes to a little over four hundred thousand. Take out
sleep and you are somewhere in the high two hundred thousands. Round
the waking day to three hundred thousand blocks and hold the number
loosely.

The roundness is the point. Nothing in the argument depends on that
figure being right to within a factor of two.

The block is also not a claim about consciousness. There is nometronome
in the head ticking five times a second, and I am not proposing one. The
formal model in Part One accumulates over a window of about a second
using a microtime baseline of a picosecond, and that baseline was stated
there as amodelling scale rather than a biological finding. The two-hundred-
millisecond block is the same kind of object, chosen for a cruder purpose. It
is small enough to feel like a moment and large enough to count.

What the device buys is a denomination. Once a day contains a finite
number of blocks, every claim on your attention is a claim against a fixed
pool, and a system that wants three of your blocks is competing with every
other system that wants three of them.

There is no warehouse of unused attention. This is the part people resist,
because the language of software requests assumes the opposite. This will
only take a few seconds.The implicitmodel is that the seconds are lying around
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unclaimed and the request is therefore free. It is not free. It is a withdrawal,
and the account was already fully allocated before the request arrived.

The device also rescues a sentence that otherwise sounds callous. Atten-
tion can be zero for an event without being zero for the person. The message
arrived and you did not attend to it, not because you are careless and not
because it was unimportant, but because another event won the block. The
ledger balanced. It simply balanced somewhere else.

THE METRIC

So replace the numerator-onlymeasurewith a ratio. history per interruption
= durable, useful history created human attention consumed

In English: how much settled, retrievable record of what actually hap-
pened did this system produce, for each unit of conscious human attention
it took in order to produce it.

Both terms need discipline before the ratio means anything.
History means actuals. Settled occurrence. The invoice was matched, at

this time, against this order, with this variance, and here is the trail. History
is not activity, and it is not output volume. A system that generates a great
deal of motion and very little durable record scores badly under this metric,
and it should. The test of history is whether someone can rely on it a year
later without asking a human what really happened.

Interruption means a claim on a block. Not elapsed time. A notification
you glance at and dismiss in half a second still took the block, and took the
re-entry into whatever youwere doing before, which is usually several more.
Interruptions are cheap to send and expensive to receive. That asymmetry
is the whole reason they are oversupplied, and no amount of good intention
on the sending side corrects it.

The ratio has one useful property. It can be improved from either end,
and the two improvements are not equivalent. You can create more history.
Or you can create the same history and ask for less. Almost every vendor
competes on the first. The second is where the value actually sits, and it is
nearly unoccupied.

It also exposes a class of system that currently escapes measurement en-
tirely: the one that produces almost no durable history and consumes a
great deal of attention.Meetings held to review the output of othermeetings.
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Alerts that summarize alerts. Assistants that draft something a humanmust
then read in full to check, which costs more blocks than writing it would
have. Under a tasks-completedmeasure all of these look productive, because
activity is what they generate. Under this ratio the denominator swells while
the numerator stays near zero, and the number goes where it should.

WHAT IT REWARDS AND WHAT IT PUNISHES

It rewards silence. It rewards a system that resolves an exception rather than
forwarding it. It rewards correct thresholds, because a threshold set too low
converts predictable events into interruptions and charges the human for
the vendor’s uncertainty. It rewards batching, because ten items reviewed
together cost fewer blocks than ten items arriving separately across a day.
Above all it rewards reversibility, because a decision that is cheap to undo
does not need to be confirmed in advance, and every confirmation dialog is
a block.

It punishes the confirmation dialog. It punishes the dashboard built to
demonstrate diligence. It punishes the phrase keeping the human informed,
which is often a polite name for transferring the vendor’s risk onto the cus-
tomer’s attention. It punishes any interface that requires a human to initiate
every useful thing the systemdoes, which ismost chat interfaces as currently
built. And it punishes engagement, cleanly and permanently, as a measure
of anything good.

There is a subtler thing it punishes, and it is the one most organizations
are least prepared to hear. A system that hands every exception back to a
human has not absorbed the work. It has absorbed the pleasant part and re-
turned the difficult part, and it has returned it stripped of the context that
made the difficult part tractable. The person now meets only hard cases,
with no run of ordinary ones to calibrate against, and the interruption count
stays high while the history each interruption produces gets thinner. The
ratio catches this. Almost nothing else does. Chapter 19 follows that person
through awhole day, because what happens to them is not only a calibration
problem. It is a problem of stamina.

A fair objection: some interruptions are honest and necessary, and a sys-
tem that never speaks is not trustworthy but mute. That is true, and it is im-
portant enough to deserve a chapter of its own. The metric does not say zero
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interruptions. It says every interruption has a price, and the price should be
visible next to what was bought with it.

THREE CONVERSATIONS IT CHANGES

Procurement. The current questions are about capability, integration, and
price per user. Add one. Ask the vendor how many times per week their
system speaks to an average user in production, at existing customers, and
ask for the trend across the first year. A vendor who has never measured
this will tell you the number is low. Ask how they know. The answer to that
follow-up tells you more about the product than the demo does.

Roadmap. The highest-value item on most product roadmaps is the re-
moval of a screen, and it is almost never built. Removing a notification im-
proves nothing that anyone’s compensation depends on, and it is invisible
in every metric the company keeps about itself, because a message that is
never sent generates no data. Under history per interruption it becomes a
shippable improvementwith a number attached,which is the onlywaywork
of that kind ever gets funded.

Demo. A demo is optimized to show the system doing things, because
visible activity is how software has always been sold. The best possible demo
under this metric is boring. Here is a month of production logs. Here are the
six occasions on which we spoke to a human. Here is what each one was
worth, and here is the one we now think we should not have sent. Nobody
presents that. The first firm that does will be selling a different thing than its
competitors, and the buyers who understand what they are looking at will
be a small and very good list.
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Automation removes labor; it does not automatically remove interruption.
The day is a finite ledger of blocks, and there is no warehouse of unused attention.

Attention can be zero for an event without being zero for the person.
Count durable history created, not tasks completed.

Divide it by the attention the system consumed to create it.
Interruptions are cheap to send and expensive to receive.

A system that must be watched has not finished.

If those lines hold, then the question to ask about any system is not what
it can do but what it leaves behind, and the answer has two parts: the record
it built, and the person who is left over afterward. That reframing has a con-
sequence that reaches past product design and into the structure of an in-
dustry. If the durable value is the record, and the cost is the human atten-
tion required to maintain it, then any business whose revenue depends on
that attention being required is standing on something that is being removed
from underneath it. That is the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 11

Follow the Human Attention

SEVEN TWENTY, IN THE CAR PARK

A salesperson finishes her fourth meeting of the day. She sits in the car for
twentyminutes before driving home, laptop open on the passenger seat, typ-
ing what just happened into a database.

Contact updated. Stage moved from qualification to proposal. Next step
logged. Close date revised. Notes: good meeting, procurement is the constraint,
CFO is new and cautious, they want a reference in the same sector.

Every word of that is true, useful, and already over. Themeeting has hap-
pened. She was there. The occurrence is settled. What she is doing in the car
park is transcribing a completed Actual into a system that has no other way
of finding out about it.

She is the sensor. That is the part worth sitting with.

TWO DIFFERENT ACCUMULATIONS

Software stores actuals. That is what it has always been for. A database is a
disciplined memory of settled occurrence, with permissions attached and a
query language on top. It is one of the most useful inventions we have, and
nothing in this chapter argues otherwise.

Prediction is a different kind of accumulation. A system that learns to
anticipate does not accumulate records; it accumulates predictive capacity.
The two grow differently. Records grow by addition, one row at a time, and
each row is worth roughly what the last one was worth. Predictive capacity
grows by compression. A million records do not make a million facts; they
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make a shape, and the shape can be applied to a situation that has never
occurred.

An organization running on records answers the question what happened.
An organization running on prediction answers the questionwhat is about to.

For most of the history of business software, only the first question could
be answered by a machine, so the second was answered by people, and the
people were expensive and slow and often right. That arrangement is what
is now under pressure. Not because records stopped mattering. Because the
second question came into range.

THE REFEREE’S FLAG

Let me concede the strong version of the objection first, because it is a good
objection.

The record is important. A firm that does not know its own pipeline is a
firm that cannot forecast, cannot staff, cannot allocate, and cannot learn from
what it did last year. The salesperson in the car park is not doing something
worthless. She is doing something valuable.

That is exactly the trap, and the book has already named it. Importance
does not determine what deserves attention. A thing deserves human atten-
tion when it carries surprise that a human must meet. The pipeline record
carries no surprise at all for her. She already knows every word she is typing.
She is not learning anything, deciding anything, or accepting responsibility
for anything. She is moving information that is already inside one predic-
tion machine into a filing cabinet, using the scarcest input on the planet as
the transport mechanism.

That is a referee’s flag. Not a moral failure and not laziness on anyone’s
part. A misallocation, of the same kind as using a surgeon to carry boxes.

And it compounds, because attention spent on transcription is attention
not spent on the CFO who is new and cautious.

THE SENTENCE THAT GIVES IT AWAY

Every sales organization has a version of the same line. If it isn’t in the CRM,
it doesn’t exist.
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It is usually delivered as discipline, and as discipline it works. But read
it literally and it is a confession about the architecture. The system’s model
of the world is entirely dependent on humans continually telling it what is
happening in Reality. It has no independent access to anything. Left alone
for a month it learns nothing, notices nothing, and quietly becomes wrong,
and the only repair is more typing.

That is a very expensive notebook.
The value of the notebook was never in doubt. What was hidden was the

price, because the price was paid in a currency nobody was accounting for.
Seat licenses were visible on the invoice. The twenty minutes in the car park
were not on any invoice at all.

THE BID THAT STARTED IN A NEWSPAPER

Now the sharper version, because the transcription problem is only the sur-
face.

Consider a construction firm that wants a large hotel job. A senior estima-
tor reads in the newspaper that a hotel group has acquired a site and intends
to build. That is the moment the work begins. Not formally. Actually.

From that article his prediction machine starts running. Which architect
that group has used in this region. Which general contractors will be short-
listed, and which of them owes him a favour. Roughly what the programme
will look like and therefore when the trades get called. Whether the site has
a groundwater problem, because he bid on the parcel next door six years
ago. He starts making calls that are not about this job, to people who will
matter when it becomes a job. He is positioning against a prediction, and
the prediction is months or years ahead of any document.

Then the formal invitation to tender arrives.
In the CRM, that arrival is the beginning of the opportunity. It gets a

record, a stage, an owner and a close date. In Reality it is nothing of the kind.
It is evidence — a single late Actual arriving against an Expectation that has
been running and updating for a year. Sometimes it confirms the prediction.
Sometimes it violates it, and the violation is the only genuinely informative
thing in the entire document.

So the system of record’s first data point lands about a year after the deci-
sive work started, and it misclassifies that data point as an origin. The whole
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predictive phase, which is where the job was won or lost, is invisible to it. It
was in one man’s head, and the firm’s only access to it was to ask him.

A synthetic subconscious can read the newspaper. It can read every news-
paper, every planning notice, every permit filing, every executive appoint-
ment, every earnings call in the sector, and it can do it continuously without
getting bored. This is not a claim that it has the estimator’s judgment. It does
not. It is a claim about where the starting line is. The predictive phase stops
being a thing that only exists inside a person, and once it stops being that,
the record of the tender is no longer the first thing the firm knows.

SYSTEM OF RECORD VERSUS SYSTEM OF ATTENTION

It helps to split most business software in two.
The system of record holds actuals. Durable, queryable, auditable, bor-

ing, and genuinely valuable. It is the part that a regulator, an acquirer, or a
successor needs. Its value does not depend on anyone looking at it today.

The system of attention is everything that asks a human for something.
The login. The screen. The required field. The weekly review. The reminder
that a stage has not moved in fourteen days. The notification, the digest, the
nudge. This is the part that consumes blocks.

Most software revenue is priced against the system of attention, while
most of the durable value sits in the system of record. That was not amistake.
For decades the two were inseparable, because the only way to get actuals
into a record was for a human to attend to something and type it, and the
only way to get a decision out was for a human to attend to a screen and act.
Pricing per human was a perfectly reasonable proxy for pricing the value
delivered.

The two are now separating. The record can be fed by systems that ob-
serve directly, and the decision surface can be presented at the moment it is
needed rather than waiting behind a login. The database may well survive.
The human interface to the database is what is in question.
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THE DASHBOARD THAT BROKE

There is a specific moment at which this completes, and it is not the moment
usage declines.

A reporting dashboard breaks. A data source changed, or a credential
expired, and the charts have been showing stale numbers for three weeks.
Nobody has said anything. Not because people are negligent, but because
the dashboard had been right for so long that checking it stopped producing
any surprise, and something that produces no surprise makes no claim on
attention. It fell out of the ledger months earlier. The outage merely revealed
the date.

That is absorption completed. The system did not lose an argument. It
won so thoroughly that its absence went unnoticed, which is the same thing
that will eventually happen to the screen the salesperson types into.

THE PRESSURE ON THE SEAT

Now the commercial consequence, stated carefully.
A per-seat price is a price on required human attention. It says: this prod-

uct is worth more when more people must use it. That is a strange thing to
charge for if the direction of the product is toward requiring less of them. A
vendor in that position has a businessmodel pointing oneway and a product
roadmap pointing the other, and the tension does not resolve by wishing.

This is a diagnosis of a pressure, not a forecast about anyone. I am not
predicting that any particular firm fails, and I would distrust a book that
did. The incumbents hold enormous real advantages: they hold the actuals,
and actuals are sticky. They hold the integrations, the audit history, the com-
pliance surface, the procurement relationship, and the trust, and trust is the
one asset in this book that cannot be bought at speed. Pricing is also the
most changeable thing about a software company. Consumption pricing ex-
ists. Outcome pricing exists. Firms have re-based their revenuemodel before
and lived.

The point is narrower and harder to escape. The quantity being sold and
the quantity creating value are drifting apart. Whatever a company charges
for, it is now worth asking how much of its price is attached to human atten-
tion it requires, and whether that requirement is a feature of the world or a
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feature of the architecture. Most of it, on inspection, turns out to be architec-
ture.

THE INSTRUMENT

The chapter reduces to one practical move, and it works at any scale.
Follow the human attention. Find every point in a processwhere a person

is currently required, and sort those requirements into two piles. In the first
pile: the world genuinely needs this person here, because something must
be judged, decided, related to, or answered for. In the second pile: a database
needs to be told something it could have observed, or a human is being asked
to confirm something already predicted well enough.

The second pile is larger than anyone expects. It is also where the next
decade of software strategy gets decided, on both sides of the transaction.

Software stores actuals; prediction is a different kind of accumulation.
Importance does not determine what deserves attention.

A human transcribing settled occurrence into a database is a misallocation, not a
discipline.

Prediction starts at the newspaper article, not at the invitation to tender.
The system of record can outlive the system of attention.

Absorption is complete when the dashboard breaks and nobody notices.
Revenue that scales with required human attention is under pressure from its own

product.

If those lines hold, the strategic question for anyone who builds or buys
software stops being which features win and becomes something plainer:
what fraction of this product’s value is delivered by what it stores and pre-
dicts, andwhat fraction is delivered by the fact that a person has to be sitting
in front of it. The first fraction is durable. The second is being absorbed. And
an organization that can tell the two apart in its own operations will find the
answer uncomfortable long before its vendors do.
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CHAPTER 12

Why the Machine Is Never Surprised

THE SENTENCE THAT LOOKS LIKE EVIDENCE

You tell amodel something it did not expect, and it replies that it is surprised.
The reply is fluent, appropriately placed, and correctly calibrated to the

oddity of what you said. It arrives faster than your scepticism does, and for
a moment something in you accepts it, because that is what the sentence is
for. Sentences of that form have always been reliable indicators, since every
previous producer of them was a person.

That inference is now unsafe, and the rest of this chapter is about why,
and about what would have to be true for it to become safe again.

A DIFFERENCE IS NOT A SURPRISE

Begin with the things that are certainly not surprise, because they clear the
ground quickly.

A smoke detector holds an expected value for particulate density and
compares it against a measured one. When the difference exceeds a thresh-
old it emits a sound. Nobody thinks the detector was startled. A fraud sys-
tem holds a model of a cardholder’s behaviour and flags a transaction that
sits far out in the tail. Nobody thinks themodel felt anything about the trans-
action in Prague. A language model assigns a low probability to the next
token and, if it is well built, updates its internal state accordingly.

These are the same operation at three levels of sophistication. Each de-
tects a difference between an expected quantity and an observed one. That
difference is prediction error. It is real, measurable, enormously useful, and
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it is the engine of nearly everything valuable that machine learning does.
It is not surprise.
The distinction matters because the two words are used interchangeably

in technical writing, often by people who are being perfectly precise within
their own field and are simply importing a term. In this book they cannot
be interchangeable, because one of them is the load-bearing quantity in the
model of attention.

WHAT SURPRISE IS IN THIS MODEL

Recall the two steps. Reality is a quotient, and surprise is what you take of
it.

𝑅(𝑡) = 𝐴(𝑡)
𝐸(𝑡) 𝑆(𝑡) = Log(𝑅(𝑡))

Surprise is not a difference between two numbers. It is a logarithm of a ratio
between a settled Actual and the Expectation of a particular host, and that
host’s Expectation is individually instantiated. It carries a specific history, a
specific body, and a direction it was already pointed before the Actual ar-
rived.

Read thatway, surprise has an owner. Prediction error belongs to amodel.
Surprise belongs to whoever the Reality is happening to.

A machine can compute the ratio. It can compute the logarithm. What is
in question is not the arithmetic. It iswhether there is a receiver— something
for whom the quotient resolves, rather than a place where the quotient is
calculated.

I am aware that this can be made to sound like a definitional trick: define
surprise as requiring a subject, then observe that machines lack one. So I
want to put the weight somewhere other than the definition.

THE SENTENCE IS NOT THE STATE

Here is a rule that applies in both directions, which is what makes it worth
having.

Amodel canwrite about hungerwithout being hungry. It canwrite about
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grief, vertigo, dread, and the particular embarrassment of forgetting a name,
and it can write about all of them more precisely than most people manage
while actually in the state. The sentence and the state have come apart.

But they came apart long before machines. An actor says he is afraid. A
novelist writes a page of someone else’s despair over breakfast. A liar reports
remorse. In none of these cases does the sentence establish the state, and in
none of them do we normally get confused, because we grant or withhold
the state on other grounds entirely: we knowwhat kind of thing is speaking,
and we know something about what it is like to be one.

So the rule is not machines produce sentences that do not correspond to states.
The rule is that a sentence never was the evidence, for anyone. We only got
away with treating it as evidence because the class of things that produced
such sentences was, until recently, uniform.

That is why the fluent report of surprise proves nothing. Not because it
is dishonest. Because it was never the kind of thing that could prove it.

THE NUMERATOR INTERFACE

Now the argument I take most seriously, which is about the numerator.
Your Actual is dense. It arrives continuously, through many channels at

once, unbidden, and mostly below the threshold of anything you would call
information. It is indexed to a body that has stakes in it. You do not receive
the room; you are in it, and being in it means the temperature, the sound of
the corridor, the position of your own hands, and the state of your gut are
all part of the same arriving stream, without any of them being requested.

The machine’s Actual arrives through an interface. A context window.
A document. A sensor feed. An API response. Something assembled and
delivered as a payload, at a moment chosen by something else, containing
what someone decided to include.

Now the concession, and it is a real one. The interface can improve enor-
mously. It can widen, run continuously instead of in turns, take in vision
and audio and telemetry, carry state across long spans, and be driven by
the system’s own queries rather than by a human’s. Every one of those is a
genuine improvement, and the gap between a 2019 numerator and a 2029
numerator is going to be very large.

Improving the interface is improvement. It is not identity.
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A window onto a room that gets wider, clearer and faster is still a win-
dow. That analogy is doing rhetorical work, so let me discipline it back to
the formalism immediately. The claim is not about resolution or bandwidth.
It is that in the human case the Actual arrives already indexed to a host with
something at stake in it, and in the machine case the Actual arrives as con-
tent. Whether that difference is a difference of degree or of kind is precisely
the open question, and I am not going to close it by choosing an analogy.

NO CARRIED MOMENT

There is a second structural point, narrower and easier to state.
Amodel in ordinary operation moves from one conditional prediction to

the next. It is called, it computes, it returns. Between calls there is nothing
that is waiting. Whatever the Actual was, there was no continuing life for it
to enter, no afternoon that it changed, no next Tuesday that it made different.

Surprise, in this model, is not an event. It is a claim on a remainder that
persists. It changeswhat the host attends to next, and thenwhat it expects the
following day, and eventuallywhat it is. A quantity computed and discarded
has done none of that.

This objection is theweakest of the three, and I should say so, because per-
sistent memory, standing loops, and systems that run continuously rather
than on request are all being built now, and each one erodes it. It belongs on
the list of conditions rather than on the list of conclusions.

HALLUCINATION, REFRAMED

The same frame explains something usually described in the wrong vocab-
ulary.

A hallucination is not lying, which requires knowing the truth. It is not
dreaming,which requires sleeping. It is predictionwithout sufficient pattern.
The system produces the shape of an answer in a region where the density
of pattern does not support one, and it produces it with the same confidence
as everywhere else, because confidence in the output was never a report on
the evidence.

Notice where the failures land. They cluster on the specific citation, the

74



WHY THE MACHINE IS NEVER SURPRISED

exact figure, the individual name, the edge case, the local exception. That
is not a coincidence and it is not perversity. Those are the least predictable
parts of any system, which is to say exactly the parts a human would have
needed to check. The error concentrates where the surprise was.

And the system cannot detect it, because detection would require inde-
pendent access to the Actual. It has the interface. It does not have the room.

FOUR CAUTIONS

Four short confusions do most of the damage in public discussion of this,
and each is a category error rather than a factual mistake.

Sensors are not senses. A sensor produces a measurement. A sense deliv-
ers the world to something that has a stake in it. The first is a component of
the second and does not constitute it.

Storage is not memory. Storage retains a record and returns it unchanged.
Memory is what surprise left behind after it was metabolized, and it is re-
constructive, weighted by what mattered, and altered by every retrieval. A
database that never forgets is not remembering better. It is doing a different
thing well.

Error is not pain. Error is a signed quantity that adjusts a parameter. Pain
is a claim on attention made by a body that can be damaged. A loss function
is not a small hurt.

Continuity is not life. A process that runs without interruption is not
thereby alive, any more than a river is. Persistence is a necessary condition
for a great many things and a sufficient condition for nothing.

WHEN THE QUESTION BECOMES LIVE

Everything above concerns machines as they are now built. The larger ques-
tion is whether any machine could ever be surprised, and that question de-
serves better than a confident answer in either direction. What I can do is
say what would have to change for it to become a live question rather than
a loose one.

First, a numerator that arrives continuously and unbidden, rather than as
a payload assembled on request. Second, a single persistent host that carries
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the moment forward, so that what was met updates one standing Expecta-
tion rather than being computed anddiscarded. Third, stakes: something the
system can actually lose, such that a violated expectation costs it. Fourth, an
orientation of its own, an ideational direction it is already pointed in before
the Actual arrives, not one supplied from outside in a prompt. Fifth, some
purchase on its own remainder, so that what it could not resolve claims it
and changes what it attends to next.

None of those five is a definition of consciousness, and I am not offer-
ing them as one. Each looks necessary. None of them, alone or together, is
obviously sufficient. Several are ordinary engineering problems that will be
solved within a decade. At least one, the third, may not be an engineering
problem at all.

THE REFUSAL

So: could a machine ever be surprised?
I decline to answer, and I want to be clear that this is a position rather

than an evasion.
I decline because I have no test. Any behavioural test I could write, a suf-

ficiently good predictor passes without the state, and I have already argued
that the sentence is not the state. That argument cuts in this direction too,
and I do not get to use it only when it is convenient.

I decline because answering no would require knowing that the five con-
ditions are jointly unreachable, and I do not know that. I decline because
answering yes would require a criterion for the presence of a receiver, and
nobody has produced one that survives contact with a hard case.

And I decline because both confident answers are useful to someone in a
way that shouldmake us careful. A confident no is a licence to build systems
that harvest human attention while asserting that nothing is home. A con-
fident yes is a licence to move responsibility off a person and onto a model
that cannot hold it.

What I will assert is narrower and, I think, secure. Nothing built so far
provides evidence of surprise, as opposed to evidence of prediction error
described fluently. That is a claim about the evidence, not about the limits of
the possible.
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Prediction error belongs to the model; surprise belongs to the receiver.
The sentence is not the state it describes.

Sensors are not senses, storage is not memory, error is not pain, continuity is not
life.

The machine’s numerator arrives through an interface, and a better interface is not
the same as being there.

Hallucination is prediction without sufficient pattern, aimed where the pattern is
thinnest.

The conditions under which the question becomes live can be written down.
Whether anything meets them is not something I know.

Holding the question open costs less than it appears to, because the prac-
tical consequences do not depend on the answer. Whatever is or is not true
about the interior of these systems, the ledger does not move: prediction is
not production, and prediction is not responsibility. The surprise that must
be met is still being met by people, the attention it costs is still coming out of
a finite day, and the arrangements we build nowwill be judged onwhat they
did with that attention rather than on what they turned out to be made of.
Part Three is about those arrangements, and about the fact that absorption
is bought on credit.
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PART III

THE LEDGER
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CHAPTER 13

Trust Is Amortized Attention

THE ELEVATOR NOBODY WATCHES

You step into an elevator in an unfamiliar building, press a number, and
think about something else. You do not read the inspection certificate posted
beside the door. Youdonot listen to the cable. Youdonot brace your knees on
the way up. Somewhere between the doors closing and the doors opening
you are already writing the first sentence of the meeting you are about to
walk into.

Now try to locate themoment you decided to trust elevators. Youwill not
find it. There was no decision, no ceremony, no threshold you consciously
crossed. At some point the watching simply stopped, and it stopped so qui-
etly that no memory was made of it stopping.

That absence is the subject of this chapter.
Trust does not arrive as a judgment. It arrives as a schedule completing.

WHAT TRUST ACTUALLY COSTS

Trust is the permission to stop paying attention, and it is purchased with
attention already paid.

Nothing else buys it. Not a guarantee. Not a certification. Not a brand, a
mandate, a reference customer, or a very good demonstration. Those things
can change what a person expects, which is not nothing, but the expectation
still has to be tested against arrivals, and testing costs attention. A demo is a
sample. A sample is not a payment.

In the language of the equation, a trusted system is one whose behavior
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has become well predicted across the conscious window.

𝑅(𝜏) = 1 for all 𝜏 ∈ [ 𝑡 − 𝑊, 𝑡 ]
⟹ 𝑆(𝜏) = 0 ⟹ 𝐶𝑊(𝑡) = 0 ⟹ 𝐷att(𝑡) = 0

In English: when Actual keeps arriving exactly where Expectation already
stood, surprise is zero, nothing accumulates, and the pointer has no intensity
to give the system. The elevator does not fall out of your awareness because
it became unimportant. It falls out because your predictionmachine got very
good at it, and it got good at it by watching, at your expense, for years.

THE DEBT ON DELIVERY

Every new system arrives carrying an attention debt. Nobody puts it on the
invoice.

The principal is vigilance. The term is however long it takes for the sys-
tem’s behavior to become predictable to the specific human beings who de-
pend on it. And the payments are made in a currency with an unusual prop-
erty: they are made of uneventfulness.

That is why the debt is so easy to miss. A payment on this loan is an
hour inwhich the system ran and nothing happened.Non-surprise leaves no
trace, by construction— that is what it means to be non-surprise. You cannot
feel yourself paying. You can only notice, months later, that the balance has
moved and that you no longer check.

Uneventfulness is the only legal tender here. Success does not substitute
for it, because a system can succeed spectacularly and still leave you unable
to predict it, and a system you cannot predict is one youmust keepwatching.
Nor does explanation substitute for it. A vendor can tell you exactly how the
thing works and you will still watch it, because the prediction machine does
not learn from documentation. It learns from arrivals.

THE SCHEDULE

What follows is the shape of the amortization, offered as illustration rather
than measurement. No one has metered this. The point is the curve, not the

80



TRUST IS AMORTIZED ATTENTION

numbers.
Month zero runs at roughly two hundred percent. You are watching the

new system, and you are also carrying the work the system was supposed
to absorb, because you do not yet believe it. Two ledgers, one person. This
is the most expensive month in the life of the system and it is almost always
budgeted at zero.

Then the checking phase. Every output reviewed, because every output is
still capable of surprising you. Then sampling: you review a portion, chosen
because reviewing all of it has become tedious rather than because the bal-
ance has been paid. Then spot-checking, which is sampling on a whim, and
which usually marks the point at which the system has quietly become part
of the furniture. Then an annual audit, defensible, ritual, mostly a formality.
Then, one quarter, somebody deletes the dashboard that used to watch it.

The curve has one property worth naming. It is not linear, and the early
payments are far larger than the late ones, which is the ordinary shape of an
amortization and the opposite of what buyers expect. People expect a gentle
ramp into benefit. What they get is a heavy front-loaded term followed by
years of almost nothing, and the years of almost nothing arewhere the entire
return lives.

That deletion is the last payment. The account closes. The asset is finally
owned outright, and its value is not measured in what it produces. It is mea-
sured in what it no longer asks for.

SOLD AN ASSET, HANDED A MORTGAGE

Most automation projects that fail do not fail on capability.
They are abandoned during the down-payment period. Somewhere in

month two or month three, with the system technically working and the
team more tired than they were before it arrived, someone says the honest
thing: this was supposed to make life easier. And they are not wrong about
their experience. They were sold an asset and handed a mortgage, and no-
body told them the first payments would be the largest, or that the payments
would consist of doing a job twice.

A reader who says but that is just implementation cost is not entirely wrong.
The mistake is thinking of it as a one-time setup fee. Setup fees are paid in
money and time, which the organization has budgeted. This is paid in atten-

81



TRUST IS AMORTIZED ATTENTION

tion, which the organization has not budgeted, cannot borrow, and cannot
reissue. It comes out of the same finite ledger as everything else that matters
that quarter.

The kindness here is severity. Tell buyers the schedule in advance. A team
that expects month zero to cost double will survive month zero. A team
that expects relief will conclude the system is broken, and will be describ-
ing something real when they say it.

THE PENALTY RATE

Now the asymmetry, which is the hardest term in the contract.
One silent failure reopens the account at the beginning.
Not because the failure was large. Because a silent failure falsifies the

entire prior schedule. Until that moment, every uneventful hour counted as
a payment. After it, every uneventful hour is downgraded to an unverified
assumption, because you now know that quiet and correct are two different
states and that you have no way to tell them apart from the outside. You do
not merely lose the balance. You lose the meaning of the balance.

And it reopens at a penalty rate. The second schedule is longer than the
first, because the prediction machine has learned something true: this sys-
tem is capable of being wrong in a way that looks like being right. That is a
permanent correction to the model, and it should be.

Loud failure behaves entirely differently. A system that fails, says so, and
stops has kept its books honestly. The payments stand. This is why fails loudly
is not a nice-to-have feature but the central financial term of the arrangement.
A system that fails loudly is preserving your equity in it.

TRUST FRAUD

There is a way to take the benefit without funding the schedule, and it hap-
pens constantly.

Trust fraud is the acceptance of the dividend before the payments have
been made. It looks like an executive mandate to stop double-checking. It
looks like a pilot polished into evidence. It looks like a vendor’s confidence
transferred to a customer’s operations as though confidence were a payment
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record. It also happens without any villain at all: a team stops checking be-
cause checking became boring, not because the balance was cleared, and
boredom is now doing the work that uneventfulness was supposed to do.

The tell is simple and worth asking out loud. Did we stop watching be-
cause it earned that, or because we got tired of watching? Those two states
feel identical from inside. Only one of them is solvent.

THE INTEREST-ONLY LOAN

The dominant design pattern of this era is a loan on which the principal is
never reduced.

Review every output. Forever. A human reads each draft, approves each
classification, confirms each action, and does so in perpetuity, with no plan
and no mechanism for that ever to change. Every period, the vigilance inter-
est is paid. The debt does not shrink. The borrower never builds equity.

It presents as responsibility, and it is easy to defend in a meeting. But
notice what has actually been built: a system that has been structurally pre-
vented from ever becoming trustworthy. There is no widening criterion, no
retirement of any checking step, no state of the world in which the human
does less. The schedule has no end because no one wrote one.

Sometimes this structure is correct. Where being wrong is unbounded or
irreversible, permanent review is the right design, and the honest thing is
to book it as a standing operating cost rather than describing it as a transi-
tional phase. What is not acceptable is drifting into it. Most organizations
running interest-only did not choose it. They simply never wrote the clause
that would have retired anything.

THE SPEED LIMIT OF TRUST

There are fifty-two Tuesdays in a year, and no amount of compute buys a
fifty-third.

This is the constraint nobodywants. Amodel can be improved overnight.
The schedule cannot be accelerated overnight, because the payments are
made of elapsed uneventfulness in a particular person’s particular life, and
elapsed is not a quantity you can purchase. Capability scales. Calibration
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does not.
Two honest qualifications. Exposure frequency matters: a system a per-

son touches forty times a day amortizes far faster than one they touch
monthly, because the payments arrive more often. And scope matters: a nar-
row system finishes its schedule sooner because there is less behavior to be-
come predictable. Those are real levers, and they are the only two worth
pulling.

What you cannot do is skip. Nothing here can be skipped. Trust runs
at the speed of Tuesdays, and the organizations that will hold trustworthy
systems in five years are the ones that started paying five years earlier on
something small.

FOUR CLAUSES

Start narrow. Give the system a small, well-bounded piece of behavior, be-
cause the principal scales with scope and a narrow debt can actually be re-
tired. Breadth purchased on day one is breadth you will supervise for years.

Fail loudly, never silently. Every silent failure mode you leave in the de-
sign is a clause that lets the lender void your payment history. Spend engi-
neering effort on detecting and announcing your ownwrongness before you
spend it on being right more often.

Keep an honest ledger. Write down what you still check, why, and what
would let you stop. Unwritten vigilance never retires, because nobody can
point to the condition it was waiting for.

Widen at the speed of retirement. Expand the system’s authority only
when a specific checking step has been paid off and removed, one for one.
Widening on the calendar, or on a roadmap, or on a vendor’s release sched-
ule, is borrowing against a payment nobody made.
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Trust is permission to stop paying attention.
It is purchased only with attention already paid.

The currency is uneventfulness, and it leaves no trace.
Every new system arrives with a debt nobody invoiced.

A silent failure voids the whole payment history.
Review-forever is an interest-only loan.
Trust runs at the speed of Tuesdays.

If those lines hold, then the most valuable systems in an organization
are the ones nobody can describe, because nobody has thought about them
in a year. They will not appear in any review. They have no advocates, no
dashboards, and no champions, and they are returning something to every
person who works there, every day, in the only currency that cannot be reis-
sued. The next question is what happens when one of them needs to speak
again — because a system that has earned silence has also earned the right
to break it.
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CHAPTER 14

The Right to Interrupt

THE ERROR OF WANTING SILENCE

The obvious lesson of the last chapter is that a good system is a quiet one, and
the obvious next step is to make everything quieter. Turn off notifications.
Batch the alerts. Reduce the noise.

That move feels natural. It is also wrong, or at least badly incomplete.
A system that has been silenced is not the same as a system that has

earned silence, and a system that can never speak again is not trustworthy.
It is mute. Muteness is not a form of reliability. It is a form of abandonment,
and the person who depends on the system is now carrying a risk they can
no longer see.

The right to be ignored and the right to interrupt are the same right read
in opposite directions. A system earns the first by paying its schedule, and
the schedule it pays is exactly what makes the second one meaningful. If it
never asks for you, youwill never learnwhat it means when it does. If it asks
constantly, it has told you nothing by asking. The two rights areminted from
the same metal.

WHAT AN HONEST INTERRUPTION CARRIES

There is a simpler way to write the equation when the question is escalation.

Reality = Prediction + Surprise

Reality decomposes into the part you already had and the part you did not.
An honest interruption carries only the second term. It does not redeliver
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what your model already contained; it delivers the residue that your model
failed to produce.

Almost no alert is built this way. Most deliver the first term with a bell
attached. The nightly job completed. The report is ready. The sync finished.
Nine of ten items processed normally. Every one of those sentences was al-
ready inside the recipient’s prediction before it arrived, which means its sur-
prise is zero, which means it is not an interruption at all. It is an announce-
ment wearing an interruption’s clothes.

So there is one test for every alert a system is permitted to send, and it is
not about importance.

How much surprise does this actually carry?
Importance and surprise are different quantities, and confusing them is

the origin of most bad notification design. The nightly reconciliation is gen-
uinely important. Its success is entirely predicted. Importance argues for the
system existing; surprise is the only thing that argues for telling a human
about it. A system that alerts on importance will alert on everything, be-
cause everything it does is important, and that is precisely why nobody will
read it by March.

COUNTERFEIT SURPRISE

When a predicted event is dressed as an exception, the result is counterfeit
surprise.

It is counterfeit in an exact sense. It presents itself as a unit of a scarce
thing, it circulates using the machinery built for the genuine article, and it
is nearly costless to produce. The recipient accepts it, spends real attention
against it, and receives nothing in return. What she handed over was real.
What she got was a piece of paper that looked like a claim on the world.

Individually, each one is trivial. Two seconds. A glance. Not worth com-
plaining about, which is why nobody complains, which is why the supply
keeps growing. Collectively they are fatal, and not to the recipient — to the
unit of account. No one is ruined by a single counterfeit note. A currency
is ruined by enough of them, because the damage is not to any particular
holder but to the meaning of the denomination.

That is what has happened to the alert. The word alert used to denote
something. It now denotes almost nothing, and the recovery of its meaning
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is not a matter of taste or hygiene. It is a monetary problem.

ALARM INFLATION

The clearest case is a hospital ward, and it should be described carefully,
because it is a real setting with real stakes and no invented figures belong in
it.

Clinical staff work surrounded by monitors that alarm. Many of those
alarms do not indicate anything requiring action: a lead has shifted, a pa-
tient turned over, a threshold was set conservatively and is being crossed
harmlessly. Over a shift, and over a career, staff learn what those sounds
usually mean, and what they usually mean is nothing yet. The phenomenon
has a name in the patient-safety literature — alarm fatigue — and it is taken
seriously by people whose job is to prevent harm.

The important thing is that this is not a failure of character. The staff are
not careless. Their predictionmachines are working correctly. Given a sound
that has arrived a thousand times and required action a handful of times, the
correct prediction is that this one requires nothing, and attention will follow
the prediction whether or not anyone approves. Exhortation is weak here
for the same reason it was weak in Chapter 6. You cannot instruct a nervous
system to be surprised by something it has learned.

Call it what it is: inflation. No individual alarm is false. The purchasing
power of an alarm has fallen. A unit of alarm used to buy a nurse’s full turn
toward the bed, and now it buys a glance, and the reason is supply. And
as with any inflation, the remedy is never to issue more currency. Adding
a louder alarm on top of a debased one is a devaluation dressed as a safety
measure.

THE RESERVE IS DRAWN ON, NOT FILLED

Every interrupt is a draw against a reserve.
The reserve is the accumulated willingness of a particular human to turn

toward a particular system. It is finite, it is built slowly, and it is held in
that person, not in the system’s configuration.When the balance is high, one
message moves an entire ward. When the balance is low, the same message
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moves nobody, and no amount of engineering inside the sender changes
that, because the account is held on the other side.

This reserve has a larger role in the book than escalation policy and gets
a chapter of its own further on. For now one property matters: an interrupt
spends it, and only uneventful correctness refills it. A system that interrupts
often and correctly is still spending faster than it earns.

THE INTERRUPT CONTRACT

If interruption is a draw on a reserve, it should be governed by terms. This
is one of the few places in this book where an enumerated set is the right
form, because a contract is being defined and its clauses have to be able to
be violated one at a time.

Six conditions. All six, or the interruption should not be sent.
Novel. The interruption must carry information the recipient did not al-

ready have. The test is blunt: could this person have written this sentence
before receiving it? If yes, the surprise term is zero and the message is a sta-
tus update. Novelty is measured against the recipient’s model, not against
the system’s log, and those two diverge quickly as the recipient learns.

Actionable. There must be something the recipient can do that the sys-
tem cannot, and doing it must be the reason for the interruption. If the only
available response is acknowledgment, the system is not escalating; it is ask-
ing for company. An agent that needs to be told it did well has converted
a human being into an audience. The clause also catches a subtler case: a
question about a matter that time has already settled. Once the situation has
decided, nothing is left for the recipient to do, the honest message is a report,
and asking a person to choose among options that no longer exist spends a
claim and buys nothing.

Timed. It must arrive while action is still possible, and not appreciably
before. Early interruption looks considerate and is not: it hands the human
a piece of state to carry until the moment arrives, which converts a person
into the system’s working memory. Late interruption converts them into a
witness. The window is narrower than most designs assume, and it is not
one window but two: the interval in which the situation can still be acted
on, and the interval in which the person is fit to act. Chapter 20 calls them
the spoil clock and the horse clock, and argues that a system worth trusting
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carries the state itself while it waits for the second, rather than handing that
state to the human early.

Priced. The interruption must cost the sender something in a ledger
somebody reads. Free goods multiply; this one always has. Whether the
price is a budget of interrupts per period, a chargeback against a team, or sim-
ply a count published where the owner of the system can see it, something
must be debited when a human is claimed. An unpriced right to interrupt is
not a right. It is an unmetered tap.

Auditable. Every interruption must leave a record that can be reviewed
afterward, and the review must be able to conclude that it should not have
been sent. That second half is the load-bearing part. Logging alerts is easy
and almost useless. What matters is that a specific alert can be judged un-
necessary and then retired, by name, with the retirement visible. An alert
nobody has the standing to remove is not a term in a contract. It is a perma-
nent lien.

Terminal.The interruptionmust end. It resolves, closes, and stops asking.
An interruption that leaves the human holding an open question, with no
defined state in which the matter is finished, is manufactured remainder —
the machinery of capture, running inside a system that was supposed to
be returning attention. Notifications that reappear, escalate on their own, or
persist until manually dismissed without resolution all fail this clause.

RATIONING BY REPUTATION

Systems should hold balances, and the balances should be visible.
This is not a metaphor imposed on the situation; it is a description of

what already happens. Every person who works with a set of systems is
already keeping an informal reputation ledger, already rationing by it, and
already discounting the ones that have debased themselves. The choice is not
whether rationing occurs. It is whether the organization does it deliberately,
with a record, or leaves it to a thousand private calibrations that nobody can
inspect and no new hire inherits.

Doing it deliberately looks unglamorous. Each system gets a budget of
interrupts per period. The budget is reviewed against outcomes: of the inter-
ruptions sent, how many carried real surprise, and how many were counter-
feit. Systems that spendwell are widened. Systems that spend badly lose the
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channel, and the losing must be a real possibility, or the review is theater.
One consequence is worth stating plainly, because it inverts the usual in-

stinct. The most trustworthy system in a portfolio will often be the one with
the lowest interrupt count and the highest hit rate, and it will attract no at-
tention in any review, because it has spent a year saying nothing. That is not
underperformance. That is the asset working.

EARNED BY NOT USING IT

The right to interrupt is earned by not using it.
Every quiet week is a deposit. Every unnecessary message is a with-

drawal at a poor rate. A system that has said nothing for six months and
then speaks will be heard immediately and completely, by people who drop
what they are doing, and that response was purchased months earlier by si-
lence nobody noticed at the time. This is the same currency as the last chap-
ter, running in the opposite direction. Uneventfulness pays down the trust
debt, and the same uneventfulness funds the right to break it.

A system that can never speak is not trustworthy; it is mute.
An honest interruption carries only the surprise term.

Importance argues for existing; surprise argues for interrupting.
Counterfeit surprise destroys the unit of account, not the holder.
Alarm fatigue is inflation, and more alarms are a devaluation.

Six clauses: Novel, Actionable, Timed, Priced, Auditable, Terminal.
The right to interrupt is earned by not using it.

If those lines hold, then the design question for anything that speaks to
a human is not how to make its messages more compelling. It is how few it
can send and still be worth listening to. And once a system reaches that state
— quiet, calibrated, permitted to speak and rarely needing to — something
is handed back that nobody has been accounting for. The attention it used
to consume does not disappear when it stops asking. It goes somewhere.

91



CHAPTER 15

The Attention Dividend

THE TWO HOURS THAT WENT MISSING

A process used to take somebody two hours a week. Now it takes nobody
any hours at all. The system runs, it is right, it has paid its schedule, and it
no longer asks to be noticed.

Two hours a week were returned to a named human being. Ask that hu-
man where the hours went.

Theywill not know. Not because they wasted them, and not because they
are careless, but because nobody knows where returned attention goes. It
does not arrive labelled. There is no Thursday morning in which a person
sits down in front of a clearly marked block of recovered consciousness and
decides what to do with it. There is only a year that felt approximately as
full as the year before.

That is the subject of this chapter, and it is where the ledger gets uncom-
fortable. The asset is easy to argue for. The liability attached to it is almost
never named.

ABSORPTION PAYS AN ANNUITY

Start with the asset, honestly stated.
When a system earns the right to be ignored, the attention it used to con-

sume is not destroyed. It is returned to the personwhowas spending it. That
return is the attention dividend, and it is the entire economic case for absorp-
tion. Not output. Not speed. The recovered conscious surface of the human
being who used to be required.
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The shape of the payment matters more than the size. This is not a wind-
fall. Each absorbed process is a small annuity paying weekly, in instalments
too modest to notice: eleven minutes on Tuesday, half an hour spread across
Thursday, four minutes of not thinking about something on Sunday night.
A lump sum gets allocated, because a lump sum is visible enough to fight
over. An annuity gets absorbed into general spending, and nobody ever sees
the money.

Which raises the only question that matters about a dividend, and the
one almost nobody asks.

Where did it go?
A reader who finds that question ungrateful is not entirely wrong. Some-

thing real was gained. The work is done, it is done correctly, and a person
who used to do it is no longer required to. In a world of scarce money that
would be the end of the accounting, because money saved lands in an ac-
count and stays there until it is deliberately moved.

Attention does not behave that way, and the difference is the whole chap-
ter. A returned hour has no account to sit in. It exists only as a gap in a day,
and a gap in a day is not a stored asset. It is an opening.

JEVONS, CORRECTLY

In 1865, W. Stanley Jevons published The Coal Question. His concern was
Britain’s fuel supply, and one of his observations has outlived the rest of
the book. Improvements in the efficiency of the steam engine, he argued,
did not reduce Britain’s consumption of coal. They increased it. Efficiency
lowered the cost of putting coal to work, and lower cost widened the range
of things worth doing with it, and the widening consumed more coal than
the efficiency saved.

He was writing about a mineral, an industrial economy, and a national
reserve. He was not writing about consciousness, and he had no reason to.

What follows is an analogy, and it should be held as one. Attention is not
a commodity extracted from the ground. There is no national stock of it, no
price, no market that clears, and no substitution effect in any technical sense.
The structural resemblance iswhat carries over, and only the structure:when
the attention cost of a class of activity falls, the number of instances of that
activity tends to rise, and the total attention consumed can hold constant or
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grow.
Two familiar echoes, both handled carefully. Correspondence became al-

most free to send, and there is now a great deal more of it than there was
when a letter cost something to produce; that observation is available to
anyone with an inbox and requires no statistic to support it. Household ap-
pliances absorbed enormous amounts of physical labor, and historians of
housework have argued that standards of cleanliness rose to meet the new
capacity rather than the labor simply disappearing; the details of that argu-
ment are contested and the numbers are not mine to assert. In both cases the
point here is only the shape. Savings do not sit still.

Call the liability by its name. Recolonization.

ATTENTION THEATER

The first form of recolonization is institutional, and it is themost absurd once
you see it.

People keep watching systems that no longer need watching. The dash-
board stays on the second monitor after everything on it has been green for
eleven months. The weekly review meeting survives the elimination of the
thing it was reviewing. Someone still opens the report every morning, scans
it, closes it, and could not say what would have made them do anything dif-
ferently.

The tell is always the same: thewatching produces no decision.Not rarely
— never. A vigilance that has not changed an action in a year is not vigilance.
It is a performance of it, and the audience is the organization’s own anxiety.

Ask how the watching would ever end and the answer is usually that
nobody has the standing to end it. Removing a dashboard is an action with
a name attached to it, and if anything goes wrong in the following year that
namewill be recalled. Leaving it up is free, or appears to be, because the cost
is paid in small daily instalments by people who never itemize them.

This is un-absorption, and it is expensive in the exact place the dividend
was supposed to be credited. The system paid its schedule. It earned silence.
And then the humans quietly declined the payment, because taking the pay-
ment would have required admitting that nobody needs to look anymore,
and that admission has a cost of its own in most organizations.
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RECOLONIZATION BY REFLEX

The second form is personal, and it is faster than the institutional kind by
orders of magnitude.

A process is absorbed. A gap opens in a Tuesday afternoon. Before the
gap is four seconds old, a hand has reached for a phone.

Nothing about this requires a decision, which is why willpower is a poor
instrument against it. The phone is a predictably unpredictable object, the
freed interval is exactly the shape of an unfilled attention block, and capture
precedes interpretation. The dividend was paid into an account with no in-
structions on it, and something with a standing claim collected it before its
owner knew it had arrived.

The general rule is uncomfortable and worth stating flatly. An unallo-
cated hour is a colonized hour. Attention is a surface, and surfaces get
claimed bywhatever is nearest and loudest. Neutrality is not one of the avail-
able outcomes.

The third form has already been named. Predicted noise wearing the cos-
tume of signal — counterfeit surprise, arriving from the very systems that
were supposed to be returning attention rather than collecting it. A newly
absorbed process that starts sending helpful weekly summaries has quietly
converted its own dividend into a subscription fee.

THE THREE FATES OF A FREED HOUR

Every returned hour ends in one of three states. The accounting is simple
and the discipline is not.

The first is recolonized. The hour is reclaimed by attention theater, by re-
flex, or by counterfeit surprise, and the net yield of the entire automation
project, measured in the only currency that matters, is zero. The output im-
proved. The person did not get anything back. This is the majority case, and
it is why so many organizations have automated a great deal and feel no
different.

The second is consumed, or, as the rest of this edition prefers to say,
rested. The hour is spent on rest, on a walk, on a conversation with no
agenda, on sitting in a chair. This is legitimate and it needs defending, be-
cause the financial register of this part of the book can be made to sound
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like an argument for grinding. It is not. A human being is not a machine, the
reserve is not funded by exhaustion, and an hour of genuine rest is a real
good honestly purchased. It does not compound by itself. But the first edi-
tion of this book went further and said that nothing is different next quarter
because of it, and that was wrong. Chapter 19 argues that rest of the right
kind, including the easy work that used to sit between hard decisions, is
maintenance on the faculty that makes the third fate possible at all. It does
not earn a return. It keeps the asset that earns one from wearing out.

The third is reinvested. The hour is pointed at somethingwhose outcome
is not yet settled, and it returnsmore than it cost, and the return can be spent
again. This is the only compounding path in the entire ledger. It is also the
only one that requires a decision made in advance, which is why it is the
rarest.

Notice what does not determine the outcome. Not the quality of the sys-
tem, not the size of the saving, not the sophistication of the technology that
produced it. A brilliantly absorbed process and a mediocre one pay divi-
dends into the same undefended account, and both are collected by what-
ever was standing nearest. The fate of a freed hour is settled entirely on the
human side of the transaction, long after the vendor has gone home.

THE TEST FOR REINVESTMENT

There is a temptation to define reinvestment as spending the hour on some-
thing important. That definition fails immediately, because importance is
not what governs attention and never has been. The reconciliation is im-
portant. The mature product is important. Attending to them does not com-
pound; that was the whole argument of Chapter 7.

Use the equation instead. Point the freed hour at quotients that have not
yet resolved to one.

A frontier is a place where your predictions still fail. Where Actual keeps
arriving somewhere other than where Expectation stood, where 𝑅 ≠ 1,
where surprise is still being generated and therefore something is still being
learned. A conversation with a customer whose behavior you cannot model.
A market you keep being wrong about. A skill at the stage where you are
still bad at it. A relationship that is not settled. A question you have not been
able to close.
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Two guards on this. It is not a recommendation to seek chaos: an hour
spent in a place where everything is unpredictable teaches nothing either,
because nothing accumulates in a signal that is all residue. And it is not a
recommendation to chase novelty, which is delivered surprise rather than
earned surprise, andwhich has an entire industry organized around supply-
ing it. The frontier is the narrow band where your model is good enough to
make real predictions and not good enough to be right.

Choose that band deliberately, and allocate the hour to it before the hour
exists. A dividend allocated in advance is reinvested. A dividend allocated
on arrival was already spent.

Absorption pays a dividend in returned attention.
It arrives as an annuity, in instalments too small to notice.
Jevons wrote about coal; the application here is analogy only.
Savings do not sit still — freed attention gets recolonized.

Attention theater is un-absorption, and it claws back the payment.
An unallocated hour is a colonized hour.

Only attention reinvested at the frontier compounds.

If those lines hold, then the value of every system in an organization is
settled somewhere other than where it is currently measured. Not in what
the system produces, and not even in what it stops asking for, but in what
the freed human did next. That is a number no one is keeping. It should be,
and the next chapter is an attempt to write the report that would keep it.

97



CHAPTER 16

The Attention P&L

THE REPORT NOBODY RUNS

A company finishes an automation programme and holds a review. Finance
can state the licence cost to the penny. Engineering can produce uptime. Pro-
curement can find the contract. Someone has a slide with a number on it:
hours saved, annualized, rounded up.

Nobody in the room can say where the hours went.
That is not a failure of intelligence. It is a failure of instrumentation. The

organization keeps a general ledger for money, a system of record for cus-
tomers, a register for fixed assets, and a headcount plan. It keeps nothing at
all for the resource this book has argued is the binding one. So the dividend
gets declared on a slide and never enters a book, and a quarter later the hours
have been reabsorbed by meetings about the system, escalations from the
system, and the ordinary coordination overhead of having one more mov-
ing part in the building.

The hours did not evaporate. They were spent without a record. An un-
recorded expenditure is indistinguishable from a saving, which is precisely
why the slide is never challenged.

What follows is an attempt at a discipline for keeping that record. I want
to be exact about its status before starting. This is a first draft of a standard,
not a standard. It has not been run at scale, it has not survived a determined
adversary, and parts of it will be wrong in ways I cannot see from here. I
am offering it anyway, because the alternative — continuing to declare divi-
dends nobody counts— fails worse than a rough instrument that is honestly
labelled.
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THE UNIT

Every accounting discipline begins by fixing a unit, and most arguments
about accounting turn out to be arguments about the unit rather than about
the arithmetic.

The unit here is the attention-hour: one hour of a named human’s con-
scious working attention, attributed to a claimant.

Three words carry the weight. Named, because the hour belongs to a per-
son and not to a department; departments do not attend, people do, and
a saving averaged across forty people is usually a saving that happened to
none of them.Conscious, because presence is not attention. An hour in a chair
does not qualify. Time is the container, and the container has never been the
scarce part. Claimant, because every attention-hour was taken by something,
and the thing that took it can be named. Unattributed hours are how the
dividend disappears.

The unit is coarse. That is deliberate, and it is also a limitation worth stat-
ing out loud. The formalism of Part One works at a resolution no organi-
zation can observe, and the two-hundred-millisecond blocks of Chapter 10
were a bookkeeping device, not a measuring instrument. Nobody can audit
a picosecond. The hour is chosen because it is the smallest unit a working
organization can observe without lying. A coarse honest unit beats a fine
fabricated one, and the temptation to refine this into minutes should be re-
sisted until somebody can actually see them.

THE FIRST STATEMENT: THE ATTENTION BALANCE SHEET

The first statement lists absorbed systems as assets, and it lists what stands
behind them.

An absorbed system is an asset because it holds a standing permission
not to be watched. Its value is not what it produces. Its value is the attention
it no longer consumes— the annuity of the previous chapter, paying weekly,
in hours. A system that produces a great deal and still requires review has
produced revenue for somebody, but it has not produced an asset on this
statement.

Each asset carries two entries beside it.
The first is its trust balance: howmuch of the vigilance debt described in
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Chapter 13 has actually been paid down. Not a confidence score, and not a
survey of howpeople feel about the system. The trust balance is the attention
already spent watching the systemwhile it behaved. It is paid in uneventful-
ness, which is why it accrues slowly and cannot be accelerated by purchase.

The second is its reserve requirement: the attention that must remain
funded against the day the system fails, which is the subject of the next chap-
ter and belongs on this statement as a liability. The rule is short. An asset
with no reserve standing against it is not an asset. It is an unhedged position
that has been booked as one.

The liability side is otherwise straightforward and unpleasant to look at.
Every system holding the right to interrupt is a claim on future attention.
Every interest-only arrangement — review each output, forever — is a per-
manent liability that has been mislabelled as an asset for as long as the orga-
nization has owned it.

THE SECOND STATEMENT: THE ATTENTION INCOME STATEMENT

The second statement covers a period and asks what happened to the flow.
Revenue is returned hours. An hour is recognized as returned only

when a claimant stops appearing in a named person’s week. Not when the
system goes live. Not when the vendor’s model says the task now takes
eleven seconds. The recognition test is conservative on purpose, because op-
timistic recognition is how the whole exercise becomes theatre.

Cost of goods is recolonization. Hours freed and then taken back: by
watching systems that no longer need watching, by the reflex to check, by
the new coordination the system itself created, by the meeting that exists be-
cause there is now something to review. This line iswheremost programmes
discover what they actually bought.

Retained earnings are hours reinvested at the frontier — attention
pointed at quotients that have not yet resolved to one. Hours spent as rest
belong on the statement too, and not as consumption. Book them as main-
tenance: the cost of keeping a person able to make the decisions that the
absorbed systems now send them, which Chapter 19 argues is the cost that
absorption quietly raises. They do not compound, and they are not a failure.
A statement that shows retained earnings rising while maintenance falls to
zero is describing an asset being run down, not an asset being built. The dis-
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tinction is not moral. It is arithmetic about which hours come back next year
with interest, and which hours make that possible.

Most organizations running this statement for the first time will find
gross revenue large and net retained earnings close to zero. That result is
not a sign the statement failed. It is the first thing the statement was built to
show.

THE DISCLOSURE NOTE

The third document is not a statement. It is a note, and it is the shortest of
the three.

It names every system in the organization holding the right to interrupt
a human, and gives its interrupt count for the period, with each interrupt
marked actionable or not.

It is a register rather than a metric, and the difference matters. A number
becomes a target and then becomes a lie. A register is meant to be read. Its
whole value is that it makes the population of claimants visible at once, on
one page,which inmost organizations has never beendone. People generally
know their three loudest systems. Almost nobody knows the count, and the
count is the thing that debases the unit of account, one small counterfeit at
a time.

THE AUDIT

A discipline without a test is a vocabulary. Here is the test.
A system’s claimed dividend is verified not by its output but by the dele-

tion of the dashboard that used to watch it.
Output tells you the system works. Deletion tells you a human stopped

watching, and the argument of this book is that absorption completes when
the watching stops, not when the work starts. So the auditor does not begin
by asking for accuracy figures. The auditor asks what was decommissioned,
who used to open it, and on roughly what date they stopped.

There is a second half to the test, and it is stricter. Some months later, ask
what was on the deleted screen. If people can recite it, absorption has not
completed; the screen has merely moved inside their heads. The strongest
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evidence of a real dividend is that nobody can remember the dashboard that
was deleted.

The test can be fooled, and the failure is a common one. A deleted dash-
board may have been replaced by a private spreadsheet, a saved query, a
standing question in a weekly meeting, or one senior person’s undischarged
anxiety. So the auditor’s real question is notwhether an artifact was removed
but where the watching went. Watching is conserved until it is genuinely re-
tired.

HOW THIS WILL BE GAMED

Anymeasure worth adopting is worth attacking, and it is better to name the
attacks than to be surprised by them.

The first is moving interruptions off the ledger. Route the alerts to a
channel nobody counts, to a managed service, to a contractor, to a junior an-
alyst whose hours are not tracked. The interrupt count falls. The attention-
hours do not. This is the easiest fraud available and it will be the most com-
mon.

The second is counting hours that were never freed. Vendor arithmetic
multiplies a task time by a volume and presents the product as an hour. But
the hours were never a continuous block; they were fragments interleaved
with other work, and freeing a fragment does not return an hour. Twelve
recovered minutes scattered across a day may return nothing at all, because
the surrounding work expands into the gap without anyone deciding that it
should.

The third ismeasuring seats instead of surprise. Headcount is the cheap-
est proxy to compute and the one least related to what is being claimed. A
team can lose a seat and gain attention debt in the same quarter, and the
balance sheet above is the only place that fact would appear.

There is a fourth failure mode, and it is the one I take most seriously,
because it is not fraud. The attention P&L can become a claimant itself. If
assembling it costs more attention than it returns, it has failed its own test
and should be deleted. I would rather say that now than watch it become
one more standing meeting with a template attached. Any instrument built
on this argument must be willing to be measured by it.
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WHAT IT CANNOT PRICE

The last thing to say about this discipline is what it must never be extended
to cover.

It cannot price judgment. It can price the hour in which a judgment was
made, because the hour is a supply question and supply is what this ledger
is for. It cannot price the judgment itself, and the attempt would not produce
a bad number. It would produce a plausible one, which is worse.

The pressure to extend it will be real, because a unit that covers every-
thing is more useful in a meeting than a unit that covers part of the world
honestly. That extension is the point at whichmeasurement systems begin to
do damage: not when they measure badly, but when they begin to devalue
whatever they cannot express. Care, relationship, conscience, the pause be-
fore a difficult sentence — these consume attention-hours and are not made
of them.

So the boundary is drawn here and drawn deliberately. This ledger ac-
counts for the supply of attention. It says nothing about the worth of what
attention does. The silence in that second column is not an omission to be
fixed in a later version. It is the part of the design that is doing themost work.

Attention that is not recorded is assumed to have been saved.
The unit is one hour of a named person’s conscious attention, with a claimant

attached.
An absorbed system is an asset only if a reserve stands against it.
Revenue is hours returned; the cost of goods is hours recolonized.

A dividend is verified by a deletion, not by a report.
This is a first draft of a standard, and it should be revised by anyone who runs it.
The ledger prices the supply of attention and must never try to price the judgment.

If those lines hold, then the useful question to put to any automation
programme is not what it produced or what it cost. It is whether anyone
can name a screen that was deleted, a person whose week actually changed,
and a place where that person’s freed hours were deliberately sent. Three
answers, none of them requiring new software. An organization that cannot

103



THE ATTENTION P&L

give them has not made an investment in attention. It has made a purchase,
and booked the receipt as a return.

104



CHAPTER 17

The Surprise Reserve

THE ACCOUNT YOU CANNOT SEE

A bank that has lent well for eleven years looks identical to a bank that has
lent recklessly for eleven years. Both have clean books, satisfied customers,
and a chief executive who describes the performance as a matter of disci-
pline. The difference between them is invisible from the outside and mostly
invisible from the inside, and it shows up all at once.

Absorbed systems have the same property.
A process that has run silently for three years and a process that is qui-

etly accumulating an enormous unpaid surprise both present the same face
to the organization: nothing. Absence of incident is the only signal either
one emits, and absence of incident is exactly what a well-run system and an
under-reserved system have in common. This is the solvency question, and
it is the uncomfortable half of the dividend.

Here is the claim of this chapter, stated first so the rest can defend it. Ab-
sorption does not destroy surprise. It defers it, concentrates it, and schedules
it for a day nobody chooses.

WHERE THE DRIZZLE GOES

Before automation, a working week delivered a steady drizzle of small sur-
prises. The file that was filed wrong. The number that looked odd. The cus-
tomer whose tone had changed. The machine that sounded slightly wrong.
The number that did not reconcile. Each one was a minor cost, each one in-
terrupted something, and in aggregate they were experienced as friction —
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the part of the job everyone wanted removed.
Absorption removes them, and the removal is real. That is the dividend,

and it is not fake.
But the drizzle was doing two jobs, and only one of them was visible.

It was consuming attention, and it was also keeping the person in practice.
Every small surprise was a rehearsal in miniature: a prediction made, a pre-
diction violated, a model updated by a small amount at a low price. That is
what calibration is, and it was arriving for free, disguised as annoyance.

Take the drizzle away and the surprise does not stop existing. It pools.
What used to arrive as forty small violations a year arrives instead as one
large one, at an interval nobody controls, in a form nobody has seen recently.
And it arrives to a person whose model has not been updated in eighteen
months, because nothing has been asking anything of it.

A reservoir behind a wall is not the absence of water. It is water with a
schedule you did not set.

BAINBRIDGE’S IRONY

This is not a new observation, and it was made most precisely by someone
who was not writing about artificial intelligence at all.

In 1983, Lisanne Bainbridge published a short paper called “Ironies ofAu-
tomation.” Her argument concerned industrial process control rooms, and
it has aged into something much larger. The designer, she observed, auto-
mates the parts of the job that can be automated and leaves the operator
whatever was left over — which is to say, the parts that were too difficult
to automate. The operator is then asked to monitor the automation, a task
humans are known to perform badly over long stretches, and to take over
when it fails.

Then the central irony. The more reliable the automation becomes, the
fewer occasions the operator has to practise the skills that will be needed at
exactly the moment the automation stops working. The system’s excellence
erodes the competence its own failure will demand. And the failure, when it
comes, arrives in a degraded state, under time pressure, to the person with
the least recent experience of doing the task by hand.

That paper is over forty years old. Nothing in the intervening period has
weakened it. What has changed is the scope: the argument used to apply to
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a small number of operators in a small number of high-consequence rooms,
and it now applies to nearly every knowledge worker whose judgment sits
behind a system that is usually right.

In the language of this book, Bainbridge described the reserve require-
ment without naming it as one. Practice is the funding mechanism. Reliabil-
ity is what stops the payments.

ONE NIGHT OVER THE ATLANTIC

In June 2009, an Air France flight from Rio de Janeiro to Paris was lost over
the Atlantic. The aircraft’s airspeed sensors iced over at cruise altitude, the
readings became unreliable, and the autopilot disengaged and handed con-
trol to the crew in darkness. The aircraft did not recover. Everyone aboard
was lost.

The investigation that followed identified a chain of contributing factors,
as investigations of this kind almost always do. Sensor icing, the design of the
alerting, crew coordination, training, the handling of an unfamiliar situation
at nightwith no external horizon— these donot reduce to a single cause, and
any account that reduces them to one is doing something other than analysis.
I raise the accident here for one narrow reason and want to be careful not to
claim more than that.

A system that had been reliable for years handed control back at theworst
possible moment, and what it handed back was a task that reliability itself
had made rare.

That is the surfacing of deferred practice. It is not a story about the fail-
ings of particular people, and I have no interest in telling it that way; the
crews who fly these aircraft are among the most trained operators in any in-
dustry, and the specific facts belong to the investigators, not to a book about
attention. The general shape is what matters, and the general shape is Bain-
bridge’s. The reserve had not been funded, because the system had been too
good for too long to make anyone think of funding it.

Aviation, to its credit, treats this as a design problem and spends real
money on it. Most industries adopting synthetic subconscious systems this
decade do not.
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VIGILANCE IS NOT A RESERVE

The obvious response is to keep someone watching. It is also the wrong one,
and it fails in a way the formalism predicts.

A person staring at a green dashboard is not holding a reserve. They are
performing one.

Recall what attention is. Attention is normalized accumulated surprise. A
dashboard that is green because everything is predicted supplies no surprise,
so the watching produces no accumulation, so the watcher’s model is not
being updated by the act of watching. They are not in practice. They are in
a chair. Worse, the chair is expensive: those hours were the dividend, and
staffing a vigil claws them straight back. This is un-absorption. The system
was absorbed, and then a person was assigned to un-absorb it, and now the
organization is paying full price for a system it also paid to build.

There is a second failure underneath the first. Sustained monitoring of
a reliable process degrades the very detection it was meant to provide. The
watcher’s prediction machine learns the correct lesson — nothing happens
here — and learns it thoroughly. The vigil becomes a ritual with a person
inside it.

Vigilance is a continuous cost that buys a discontinuous capability, and
it buys it badly. What is needed instead is discontinuous cost buying con-
tinuous capability. That means scheduled, bounded, deliberate encounters
with surprise, paid for on purpose.

FIVE INSTRUMENTS

Five ways to fund the reserve. None is exotic and all of them cost something,
which is the point; anything free would already be happening.

The drill. A rehearsal of the failure, on a known date, with the automa-
tion set aside. Not a tabletop discussion of what one would do — an actual
performance of the manual path, end to end, by the people who would be
called. Drills are unpopular because they cost attention on a day when noth-
ing is wrong. That is exactly the day they are affordable.

The manufactured failure. Break the system on purpose, in production,
under supervision. This is the practice the software industry named chaos
engineering, and Chaos Monkey was its first blunt instrument: a process
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that terminated live production instances at random so that the organization
would learn to survive terminations. The insight generalizes beyond servers.
A failure you scheduled is a small withdrawal against a balance you chose
the timing of. A failure you did not schedule is the whole balance at once.

The manual interval.Do it by hand, occasionally, on a rota. This is amor-
tization running in reverse: the trust schedule of Chapter 13 spent attention
to buy silence, and the manual interval spends a little silence to buy back
competence. A week a quarter, a day a month, one case in fifty handled the
old way. The cost is legible and small. The alternative is a skill that exists
only in documentation.

The boundarymap.Awritten statement, produced in advance, of where
the system’s predictions stop being good. Which inputs, which edge condi-
tions, which populations, which circumstances. Written in advance is the
load-bearing phrase, because a boundary discovered during an incident is
not a map, it is a casualty report. The map is also the only artifact on this list
that transfers: a new person can read it, and reading it is cheap.

The incident memory. A durable, searchable, honestly written record
of what has actually gone wrong and what the recovery required. Organi-
zations are extraordinarily good at losing this. The people who remember
leave, the write-up gets sanitized for an audience, and the institution returns
to zero. An incident memory is the only asset here that appreciates, because
each entry lowers the cost of the next surprise of the same family.

THE ORIGINAL ZERO-ATTENTION ECONOMY

There is a working example of all of this, and every reader has one.
The subconscious is the original zero-attention economy. It absorbs

nearly everything—posture, breathing, the grammar of your own language,
the route home, the thousand micro-predictions that let you walk through
a doorway without measuring it. It escalates almost nothing. By the stan-
dard of this book it is the most successful absorption engine ever built, and
it maintains that record over decades.

It also does something else, every night, that no one designed a business
process to do. It runs scenarios nobody requested. It stages encounters that
did not happen. There is a hypothesis in the dream research literature— and
it should be labelled a hypothesis, because it is contested and not settled
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— that some dreaming functions as threat simulation: low-cost rehearsal of
situations the organism is not currently in. I amnot in a position to adjudicate
that claim, and this chapter does not rest on it.

What the hypothesis offers is a shape worth borrowing. A system that ab-
sorbs almost everything may need a mechanism that manufactures encoun-
ters it would otherwise never have, at a timewhen the cost of being wrong is
near zero. The waking economy is optimized for prediction success. Some-
thing else has to be optimized for prediction failure, on purpose, in a safe
room.

The institutions being built this decade will need an equivalent. They do
not have one. Nothing in a quarterly planning cycle schedules rehearsal of
the state the organization is trying hardest to avoid, and nothing in an oper-
ating budget has a line for being deliberately wrong at a convenient hour.

Absorption does not destroy surprise; it defers and concentrates it.
The drizzle you removed was also the practice you were getting.
The more reliable the automation, the less practised the operator.

A person watching a green dashboard is performing a reserve, not holding one.
A failure you scheduled is a withdrawal; a failure you did not is the balance.

The boundary map must be written before the boundary is found.
Zero attention in operation is funded by scheduled attention in rehearsal.

Both halves of that last line are load-bearing, and organizations reliably
adopt only the first. They buy the silence and decline the rehearsal, then de-
scribe the result as efficiency for as long as the weather holds. The honest
version costs more and looks worse on a quarterly report: a standing bud-
get for drills nobody wants, manual intervals that slow things down, a map
that will mostly be read by people who never need it. That expense is not
overhead against the dividend. It is the premium on the dividend, and a
dividend paid without it was never income. It was a draw against a reserve
nobody had bothered to count.
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CHAPTER 18

The Apprenticeship Gap

TWO OPERATIONS, ONE BUDGET

Every profession has been running two operations at the same time.
The first one produced the work: the audits completed, the films read,

the contracts drafted, the patients seen, the code shipped, the cases closed.
That operation had a budget, a headcount, a set of targets, and a name.

The second one produced the people. It had no budget, no headcount, no
targets, and no name. It ran inside the first one, using the same hours, the
same desks, and the samematerial. A junior did the unglamorous work and,
in the doing, became someone who could eventually do the other kind.

Nobody accounted for the second operation, because nobody had to. It
came free with the first.

That is the whole problem in one paragraph, and the rest of this chapter
is an attempt to say precisely why the free thing is no longer free.

WHAT THE BORING WORK WAS DOING

Consider a radiologist who has read ten thousand unremarkable chest films.
The natural description is that she has spent a large portion of her work-

ing life on cases where nothing was wrong — repetitive volume, low value
per unit, the obvious candidate for absorption. That description is accurate
about the output and completely wrong about what happened to her.

She is not ten thousand films bored. She is ten thousand films calibrated.
Ten thousand normal films is a dense, embodied model of what normal

looks like across bodies, ages, machines, positions, and days. It is not a rule
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she could write down. It is a denominator, built the only way denominators
get built: by repeatedly predicting and being repeatedly correct, which grad-
ually sharpens the prediction until the smallest deviation registers.

Then comes film 10,001, and something in the upper field snags her eye
before she has formed a thought about it. She could not have told you in
advance what she was looking for. She was not looking for anything. Her
expectation was precise enough that a small violation of it produced sur-
prise, and surprise is what arrived at her consciousness with the shape of
wait.

That moment is the product. And the product was manufactured by the
ten thousand films that appeared, on every ledger anyone kept, to produce
nothing at all.

The example is a radiologist because the mechanism is unusually visible
there, but nothing about it is medical. The auditor who has walked ten thou-
sand routine reconciliations feels the one that is arranged slightly wrong.
The mechanic knows the engine is off before opening anything. The teacher
reads a room in a second and could not tell youwhich cue did it. In each case
the same thing has happened: an enormous number of unremarkable en-
counters have been compressed into an expectation fine enough that a small
deviation produces surprise. The skill people call intuition is a denominator
with a long history behind it.

THE COLLISION

Now put the two facts side by side, because their collision is the entire chap-
ter.

The work with the lowest surprise density carried the highest teaching
density.

Low surprise density is exactly the signature of absorbable work —
highly predictable, high volume, 𝑅 sitting near one case after case. It is what
a synthetic subconscious is for, and the economics are not close. Absorbing
that work is where the returns are.

High teaching density is a property of the same cases, for the same rea-
son. Predictable work teaches because it builds the denominator. You cannot
calibrate on the exceptional; the exceptional is what calibration detects. The
routine is the training set.
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So absorption and apprenticeship have been competing for the same raw
material all along, and nobody noticed, because until recently therewas only
one bidder. Now there are two, and the contest is not fair. Absorption pays
better, pays faster, and pays in cash this quarter. Apprenticeship pays later,
pays in capability, and pays into a line item that does not exist.

An organization does not have to be careless to lose this trade. It only has
to be normal.

It is worth naming how invisible the loss is at the moment it occurs. No-
body stands up and proposes cancelling the training programme.What hap-
pens is that a category of work gets routed elsewhere for excellent reasons,
and the training programmewas never a programme— itwas a side effect of
thatwork existing. The decision that ended it does not appear in anyminutes,
because it was not recognized as that kind of decision. It was recognized as
an efficiency.

THE RAMP AND THE CLIFF

Every profession had a ramp, and the ramp was made of the easy work.
You began at the bottom, where the cases were simple and the conse-

quences of being slightly wrong were small and recoverable. You moved up
as your predictions improved, and the work you were given got harder in
proportion. Nobody designed this. It emerged, because the easy work had
to be done by someone and the senior people did not want to do it.

Absorption removes the bottom of the ramp. It does not remove the top.
What remains is a cliff. The junior arrives and is handed, from day one,

the cases the machine could not resolve — the ambiguous, the anomalous,
the ones with something odd in them. Those are precisely the cases that
require the model the ramp used to build, and there is now no ramp on
which to build it.

Teaching only the exceptions is teaching swimming exclusively in storms.
It is worth being fair to the counterargument, which is that this is how

it always felt and people always coped. Juniors have always been thrown
in. But there is a difference between being thrown in occasionally, against
a background of ordinary work, and having ordinary work removed as a
category. The first is a challenge. The second is the removal of the medium
in which the challenge was survivable.
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THE DELAYED BALLOON PAYMENT

The reason this is not yet a visible crisis is the most dangerous feature of it.
Today’s seniorswere trained under the old curriculum. They did their ten

thousand films. Their judgment is intact, their calibration is real, and their
performance in the exception queue is excellent — which is exactly what an
organization measures, and exactly what it will find reassuring.

So the system looks healthy. It will keep looking healthy for a decade,
possibly two. Output holds, quality holds, the exception queue gets cleared
by people who are very good at clearing it, and every dashboard reports that
the transition went well.

The deficit surfaces at retirement.
Not at a moment of crisis, not because anything failed, but because a co-

hort of calibrated people reaches the end of their working lives at roughly
the same time as the cohort behind them arrives without the calibration. It
is a balloon payment with a twenty-year term, entered into by people who
will not be present when it comes due, on behalf of an institution that has
no instrument for recording that the obligation was incurred.

This is the same structure as the surprise reserve, at a slower clock speed.
Absorption defers a cost and hides the deferral. Here what is deferred is not
a failure. It is a generation.

YOU CANNOT DOWNLOAD A RIVERBED

There is a reason judgment resists the obvious fix.
The obvious fix is transfer. Write it down. Extract what the senior people

know, encode it, train on it, distribute it. Information transfers well; that is
nearly the definition of information. If judgment were information, the ap-
prenticeship gap would be a documentation project and this chapter would
be unnecessary.

Judgment is not information. Judgment is compressed surprise.
It is what remains after a very large number of prediction violations have

been metabolized and folded into a denominator. Its content is not a set of
propositions; it is a shape — a fine-grained expectation dense enough that
the world can catch on it. That is why experts so often cannot explain their
calls, and why the explanations they do produce are reconstructions rather

114



THE APPRENTICESHIP GAP

than the actual mechanism. The mechanism was never in sentences.
A river cuts its bed by running. The bed is the accumulated record of

every flow that ever passed, and it determines where the next flow goes.
You can photograph a riverbed, measure it, model it, and describe it exactly.
You cannot install one in dry ground and get a river.

You cannot download a riverbed.
Everything a senior practitioner can say can be transferred, and it is the

smaller half. The larger half was cut bywater over years, and the only known
method of producing it is to run the water.

FOUR PRINCIPLES

If the raw material is contested, the response has to be deliberate. Four prin-
ciples, each of which costs something.

Keep a live seam. Retain a genuine slice of absorbable work and route it
to people who are still building. Not a simulation, not a sandbox, not a train-
ing set with the answers attached — real cases with real consequences, at
real volume, chosen because they are ordinary. The seam has to be live or it
teaches nothing; a case with nothing at stake does not sharpen a denomina-
tor. This is a staffing decision and it will show up as inefficiency, because it
is inefficiency, priced correctly. Route the seam at walking pace rather than
in bursts, and where a machine could have answered, hold its answer back
until the person has given theirs. A case decided by the machine andmerely
shown to the junior teaches trust. A case decided by the junior and then
compared with the machine teaches the denominator.

Rehearse the handback. The failure mode of a junior in an automated
environment is not that they cannot do the work. It is that they cannot take
the work back mid-flight, from a system that has already made most of the
decisions, in a state they did not construct. That transition is its own skill and
it is never taught. Practise it: hand a case back part-finished and require the
person to reconstruct what was assumed before they proceed.

Apprentice on the machine’s failures, not its successes. Where the
model waswrong is where the teaching is. A library of cases inwhich a good
system produced a bad answer, with the reasoning visible and the boundary
exposed, is worth more per hour than any volume of correct outputs. Cor-
rect outputs teach trust. Failures teach the shape of the edge, which is the
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thing the boundary map of the previous chapter is trying to write down.
Grade on judgment, not throughput. As soon as prediction is cheap,

throughput measures the machine, not the person. Evaluate what the ma-
chine cannot supply: which cases were escalated and why, which confident
outputs were correctly doubted, what the person noticed that nothing asked
them to notice. This is harder to measure and easier to fake than a count of
cases closed, and it is the only measurement pointed at the asset actually
being built.

None of the four is free. That is not an objection to them. It is the discovery
that the second operation always had a cost, and the cost was simply being
paid by the first.

Every profession ran two operations, and only one had a budget.
The routine work was not empty; it was calibration.

The lowest surprise density carried the highest teaching density.
Absorption and apprenticeship bid for the same raw material, and absorption pays

in cash.
Removing the bottom of the ramp leaves a cliff.

Judgment is compressed surprise, and it has to be grown rather than transferred.
You cannot download a riverbed.

The trade being made is generational, and it is being made without a
negotiation. One cohort takes the dividend now; a later one inherits an ex-
ception queue and no means of having been prepared for it. That may still
be the right trade — some skills genuinely should be retired, and no one
is owed a career spent doing what a machine now does better. But a trade
is a thing you price, and this one has been treated as a windfall. The ques-
tion worth putting to any organization currently celebrating an absorption
is short, and almost nobody is asked it: in fifteen years, who here will have
read film 10,001, and where are they doing it now?

116



PART IV

THE EXCEPTION QUEUE
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CHAPTER 19

Fresh Horses

TEN PAST FOUR

The inbox was clear before the owner of a small business sat down at her
desk. The invoices reconciled overnight. The schedule confirmed itself. The
supplier who is always late was chased, politely and twice, without her. By
any honest count the systems around her did several hundred things on her
behalf before lunch, and not one of them claimed a moment of her attention.

Eleven things did. A customer disputing a refund, and the customer
was right. A hire. A substitution on an order that quietly changes what the
business sells next week. Two employees who will not work the same shift.
Eleven things, and every one of them was hard.

At ten past four she was finished. It had been the shortest working day
she had had in years, and she had rarely been this tired.

Nothing went wrong. That is the uncomfortable part. Every system did
exactly what this book has argued a system should do. It predicted the ex-
pected, acted inside consent, and escalated only what it could not resolve.
The routine disappeared, and the dividend was paid. And the person who
received it ended the day worse off in a way that none of the first eighteen
chapters gives a name to.

This chapter names it.

THE SENTENCE AFTER THE FAMOUS ONE

In 1911 the mathematician Alfred North Whitehead published a short book
called An Introduction to Mathematics. In the chapter on symbolism he was
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making a modest point about notation. A good notation, he argued, is valu-
able because it lets the routine part of a calculation be done almost mechan-
ically, by the eye, which leaves the mind free for the part that is actually
difficult. Then he widened the point into a sentence that has been quoted
ever since, usually by people building or selling automation. He called it a
profoundly erroneous truism that we should cultivate the habit of thinking
of what we are doing, and wrote that the precise opposite is the case:

Civilization advances by extending the number of important op-
erations which we can perform without thinking about them.

That sentence could stand as an epigraph to the first three parts of this
book. It is the case for absorption in seventeen words. It is also only the first
half of what he wrote. The next sentence is quoted far less often:

Operations of thought are like cavalry charges in a battle — they
are strictly limited in number, they require fresh horses, andmust
only be made at decisive moments.

Three conditions, and none of them is ornamental. Thought is limited in
number. Thought requires recovery. And thought should be spent where it
decides something. The first sentence tells you what to absorb. The second
tells youwhy: so that the charges are saved for themoments that matter, and
so that the horses are fresh when those moments come.

The zero-attention economy is delivering the first sentence at a scale
Whitehead could not have imagined. It has not yet noticed that it is also
collecting on the second.

WHAT THE LADDER DOES NOT SAY

Be precise aboutwhere this idea sits, because it does not come from the equa-
tion.

The model in Part One describes how attention is produced. Reality is a
quotient; surprise is its logarithm; surprise accumulates across the conscious
window, is thresholded, and is renormalized into a pointer with an intensity
and a direction. Every rung of that ladder is about production. None of it is
about what producing attention costs the producer over the course of a day.
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Nothing on the ladder gets tired. A window that follows six hard windows
is computed exactly as a window that follows six easy ones.

Whitehead’s second clause is therefore a constraint from outside the
model, and I am adding it as one. It is an observation about people, made
by a careful observer, and recognized by nearly everyone who has ever had
a day of difficult decisions. It is not a theorem of the Reality Equation, and
it should not be dressed as one. What the equation contributes is narrower
and, I think, more useful: it says exactly which stretches of a day absorption
removes, and so it predicts what is left.

CHARGES AND WALKS

Call a stretch of conscious attention a chargewhen two things are true of it at
once. The accumulated surprise is large, well above the threshold at which
anything becomes conscious at all, and the remainder cannot be resolved by
noticing alone: somebody has to decide what to do about it. Write the level
that marks a charge as 𝜅, somewhere above the conscious threshold 𝛿.

𝛿 ≤ |𝐶𝑊(𝑡)| < 𝜅 a walk |𝐶𝑊(𝑡)| ≥ 𝜅 a charge

In English: below 𝛿 nothing is attended. Between 𝛿 and 𝜅 something is at-
tended, but lightly, at a walk. Above 𝜅 the remainder is large. The inequality
says only that. Whether a large remainder also demands a decision is a sec-
ond condition it does not encode, and a charge is the case in which both
hold.

No particular value of 𝜅 is being claimed here, any more than Part One
claimed a particular renormalizer. The point is only that a working day was
never a uniform stream of attention. It was amixture.Most of it waswalking:
the scheduling email, the reconciliation, the confirmation call, the form com-
pleted for the thousandth time. Each of those stretches carried a small sur-
prise: enough to clear the threshold and be attended, nowhere near enough
to require a decision. Actual arrived close to, but not exactly at, where Expec-
tation already stood; the quotient sat near one without settling on it; and the
pointer moved at a walk. Scattered through the walking were the charges:
the refund that was disputed, the hire, the employee who quit.

That mixture was never designed. It was simply what work looked like
when a person had to do all of it.
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THE EASY WORK WAS A PASTURE

Here is what the first three parts of this book did not say about routine work.
It was described, correctly, as a cost. It was described, correctly, as the cur-
riculum that trained every expert. It was also a pasture.

The hard decision at ten in the morning used to be followed by forty min-
utes of things that could be done half asleep. By eleven, the person could
charge again. Nobody arranged it this way and nobody would have de-
fended it as a design. It was a side effect of the fact that the routine had
to be done by someone, and the someone was the same person who made
the hard calls.

Absorption removes the walk. That is its whole job, and it does the job
well. The scheduling email, the reconciliation, the confirmation call are ex-
actly the stretches whose quotient sits nearest to one, which makes them
exactly the stretches a synthetic subconscious can predict the rest of the way
and take. What it leaves behind is the charges.

So the absorbed day is not the old day with the routine subtracted and
the charges unchanged. It is the charges with the pasture subtracted from
between them.

THE EXCEPTION QUEUE GETS DENSER

Chapter 7 argued that consciousness only ever receives the exception queue
andmistakes it for thewhole system.Chapter 10warned that a systemwhich
hands every exception back has absorbed the pleasant part and returned the
difficult part. Put the two together and the shape of the absorbed day follows.

A well-built system escalates divergence. That is the third layer of the
agent in Chapter 9, and it is correct. But consider what the rule does when
it is applied to every system a person depends on. Each one keeps for itself
everything it can predict and forwards only what it cannot. Each one is, by
construction, a filter for surprise. The person sitting downstream of a dozen
such filters does not receive a sample of the work. They receive its residue,
already sorted for difficulty.

The agent is a sieve, and what passes through to the person is only the
stones.

This is not a defect in any individual system. Every one of them is doing
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the right thing. The effect is in the sum. A day assembled from well-built
escalations is a day composed of charges, back to back, with the walking
taken out by people who were trying to help.

SHORTER AND HEAVIER

Chapter 15 asked where the freed hours go, and gave three answers: re-
colonized, consumed, reinvested. That accounting was about quantity. It
counted the hours absorption returned and followed them to their fates.

It did not look at the hours that remained, and the hours that remained
have changed composition. Even if every freed hour is protected from recol-
onization, even if the person is disciplined and the systems are quiet, the
working day that is left is denser than the one it replaced. The number of
charges a person must make has not fallen. The walking between them has.

The day gets shorter and heavier in the samemotion. In my own observa-
tion, that is how people living through it describe it: fewer hours, more tired.
Both halves of that report are accurate, and until this edition the book kept
a ledger for only one of them.

Whitehead’s conditions do not relax because themachines improved. The
number of charges a person can make well in a day was never set by how
much routine surrounded them. If anything was set by the routine, it was
the recovery between charges. Remove the routine without replacing the re-
covery and the binding constraint moves. Through most of this book it has
been how much of a person’s conscious surface the systems claim. After ab-
sorption it is something narrower: how many charges that surface can make
well, and how fast it recovers between them. It becomes the horses.

THE QUEUE CHOOSES THE HOUR

There is a second consequence, quieter than the first and in someways more
serious.

In the old arrangement, a person had some say over when they charged.
Not much, and not always, but some. The hard call could wait until after the
easy hour. The difficult letter could be written first thing, when the mind
was clear. Much of what we call professional judgment includes a judgment
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about timing that nobody ever wrote down.
In a delegated day, the escalation threshold chooses. A system tuned to

its own uncertainty sends the hard thing at the moment the hard thing be-
comes hard, and that moment is indifferent to the person who receives it.
The decisive moment that Whitehead wanted thought to wait for is now be-
ing picked by a queue. Chapter 14 required that an interruption be timed,
arriving while action is still possible, and noted that the window is really
two windows. The next chapter takes the second one seriously, because it
belongs to the person rather than the situation, and it runs on a clock of its
own.

REST IS MAINTENANCE

All of this forces a correction to the ledger in Part Three, and it is worth
making explicitly.

The first edition of this book sorted a freed hour into three fates and said
that the second, an hour consumed in rest, was legitimate but did not com-
pound: nothing was different next quarter because of it. It booked rest on
the attention income statement as consumption. Both claims were wrong, or
at least incomplete, in a way that matters, and Chapters 15 and 16 have been
corrected to point here.

An hour of the right kind of rest does not earn a return. It keeps the as-
set that earns returns from wearing out. In ordinary accounting that is not
consumption; it is maintenance. A factory that reports rising output while
spending nothing on maintenance is not becoming more productive. It is
running down its plant and booking the depreciation as profit. A person
who spends every freed hour at the frontier and every remaining hour mak-
ing the decisions the systems forward to them is doing the same thing to the
only faculty that makes either kind of hour worth having.

The second edition of this book therefore books rest as maintenance, and
it counts the walk as a kind of rest. Not idleness, and not the consumed hour
of Chapter 15 in its original sense. The easy, low-surprise work that used to
sit between hard decisions, done at a walk, by a person who is recovering
while doing it.
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KEEP THE WALK

Three practices follow, one for the person, one for the people who design
systems, and one for the people who manage both.

For the person: keep some easy work on purpose. Count something by
hand. Answer some of your own correspondence. Do a task you could do
half asleep in the hour after the hardest conversation of the day. To an op-
timizer this will look like waste, and the optimizer will be measuring the
wrong quantity. It is maintenance on the horses, and my prediction is that
the people who keep a little of it will make better decisions than the people
who give it all away.

For the designer: do not optimize a person’s day into a sequence of
charges. A system that absorbs everything it can and forwards everything it
cannot, at the moment it cannot, has met every condition in Chapter 9 and
still failed the person downstream. Hold what can be held. Package what
can be packaged. Leave room.

For the manager: count the charges. Hours and tasks completed were al-
ways proxies, and in an absorbed organization they are bad ones. The ques-
tion that describes a role honestly is how many decisive moments it asks of
a person in a day, and whether the day contains anywhere for the horses
to recover. Chapter 21 will complicate that count considerably. It is still the
right thing to count.

THE HONEST DOUBT

There is a serious reason to be careful here, and it should be stated at full
strength.

The popular account of mental fatigue, in which willpower is a tank that
empties with use, has not fared well under testing. A preregistered replica-
tion across twenty-three laboratories, published in 2016, found essentially
no effect of the standard depletion procedure, and a larger multisite test in
2021, led by researchers sympathetic to the theory, also found no reliable
effect. Whatever the horses are, they are not obviously the fuel gauge that a
generation of popular psychology described.

If the horses turn out to be a figure of speech rather than a limit, then
charges are cheap, the only scarce input is attention as Part One defines it,
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and this chapter describes a problem that a sufficiently disciplined person
does not have. I do not think that is how a day of hard decisions feels to
the people who have them, and Whitehead was describing something real.
But a feeling is not evidence, and an observation, however careful, is not
a mechanism. The claim here is the narrower one: absorption removes the
low-surprise stretches of a day and leaves the high-surprise ones, and what-
ever recovery those low-surprise stretches were providing, it is now being
provided by nothing.

Absorption removes the walk and leaves the charges.
Thought is limited, needs fresh horses, and belongs at decisive moments.

The easy work was also the pasture.
A day of well-built escalations is a day made of nothing but decisions.

The absorbed day gets shorter and heavier in the same motion.
Rest is not consumption; it is maintenance.

Keep the walk.

If those lines hold, then the dividend this book has spent three parts de-
fending has a cost that none of those parts recorded. The hours returned
are real. So is the change in what the remaining hours are made of. A sys-
tem that returns a person’s afternoon and fills their morning with nothing
but the hardest things it could find has not finished its work. It has moved
the bill from the person’s calendar to the person, and the next question is
whether a system can be built that knows the difference between a decision
that must be made now and a decision that only feels urgent because it ar-
rived.
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CHAPTER 20

Two Clocks

THE TRUCK LEFT AT SIX

An owner has asked her agents to hold anything difficult until she has had
her coffee, and they have done exactly that. At half past nine she sits down
to a short list, neatly prepared. At the top is the fish. At twenty to six that
morning the supplier offered snapper in place of grouper and asked for an
answer before the truck pulled out at six.

It is half past nine. The question is beautifully presented, with both op-
tions laid out and the price difference calculated. It is also over. The truck
left with whatever the supplier decided to load, and the decision was made
by default, by time, three and a half hours before it was handed to her as a
choice.

The previous chapter ended on a recommendation that this scene seems
to support and in fact undermines. A good system should hold the hard
decision until the person is fresh. That is true. It is also incomplete, and the
incomplete version is the one that let the truck leave.

HOLDING IS NOT FREE

A held decision is perishable. While it waits, the situation it concerns keeps
moving. The supplier loads the truck. The guest books a table somewhere
else. The price changes. The candidate accepts another offer. Every decision
that reaches a person has a moment after which it is no longer a decision,
because the world has made it.

So a system that holds hard decisions for a fresh hour is making a trade,
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and it is making it on the person’s behalf. It is trading the freshness of the
decider against the freshness of the decision. Sometimes that trade is excel-
lent: the question keeps, and waiting costs nothing, and the person meets it
rested and decides well. Sometimes it is a quiet disaster: the question spoils
while it waits, and the person who was protected from a tired decision at
dawn is handed a dead one at breakfast.

An agent that watches only how tired its person is will be perfectly obe-
dient and regularly wrong.

THE SPOIL CLOCK AND THE HORSE CLOCK

Every decision that reaches a person runs on two clocks.
The first belongs to the situation. Call it the spoil clock, and write the mo-

ment it runs out as 𝑡spoil: the time after which the question answers itself,
because the truck has gone, the table has been taken, the window has closed.
The spoil clock is a fact about the world. It is usually written down some-
where— in a delivery schedule, a bookingwindow, a deadline at the bottom
of an email — whether or not anyone has read it.

The second belongs to the person. Call it the horse clock, after the previous
chapter, and write it as 𝑡fresh: the earliest time, from now on, at which this
particular person will be fit to make this particular decision well. If they are
fit now, 𝑡fresh is now. The horse clock is a fact about a person. It is almost never
written down, and it changes from day to day.

These are not the two timescales of PartOne.Microtime and the conscious
windowdescribe how attention is produced inside a single second. The spoil
clock and the horse clock describe when a produced charge should be spent,
across the hours of a working day. They live at a different scale and they
answer a different question.

The rule that connects them is short.

hold ⟺ 𝑡fresh < 𝑡spoil

In English: hold a hard decision only if the person will be fresh before the
question spoils. If the person is fresh already, holding means delivering at
once. If the person will be fresh first, waiting is a kindness, and often an im-
provement, because the world adds information while it waits. If the ques-
tion will spoil first, holding is not a kindness at all. It is a decision made by
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time on the person’s behalf, and then presented to them later as if it were
still theirs to make.

THE OLDEST SORT

None of this is new. It is the oldest problem in emergency medicine, and
medicine solved its version of it more than two centuries ago.

In 1792 and 1793, serving with the French Army of the Rhine, a young
surgeon namedDominique-Jean Larrey built light, sprung, horse-drawn car-
riages that could follow the advance guard and carry the wounded off the
fieldwhile the fightingwas still going on.He called them ambulances volantes,
flying ambulances. Speed was only half of what he changed. Writing about
the battle of Jena in 1806, he recorded what was reported to him: that the
slightly wounded, the men who could still walk, had occupied the surgeons’
whole attention on the first day while far worse cases waited. The easy cases
hadwon by arriving first. So he set down a rule, which his English translator
rendered in 1814:

Those who are dangerously wounded should receive the first at-
tention, without regard to rank or distinction.

Larrey does not seem to have used the word for what he was doing.
Medicine borrowed it later frommerchants who graded goods such as wool
and coffee — triage, from the French for sorting — and it came into com-
mon medical use in the First World War. The classic battlefield logic sorts
the wounded into three groups: those likely to recover without immediate
treatment, those unlikely to survive whatever is done, and those for whom
immediate care makes the difference. The scarce attention goes to the third
group.

That is the shape of the problem an agent faces when it holds a person’s
morning. The scarce input is a person’s charges, and the agent has to decide
which of them should be spent now, which can wait, and which should not
be spent at all.
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IMPORTANCE IS THE WRONG SORT

The instinctive way to sort a person’s decisions is by importance, and it is the
wrong way, for exactly the reason Larrey rejected rank.

Rank was a real property of the wounded. A colonel did matter more
to the army than a private, by most of the measures the army kept. It was
simply not the property that determinedwhat the surgeon’s attentionwould
change. A colonel with a graze could wait. A private with a severed artery
could not.

Importance plays the same role in an inbox. Chapter 14 argued that im-
portance argues for a system existing and surprise argues for it interrupt-
ing. Here the distinction sharpens again. Importance does not even deter-
mine when a person should attend to something. The question that does is
narrower: what would this person’s attention, spent now rather than later,
actually change? A very important decision that keeps until tomorrow be-
longs tomorrow. A minor one that spoils in twenty minutes belongs now,
and small.

FOUR BINS, NOT ONE QUEUE

Put the two clocks and the question of change together and an agent holding
a person’s decisions has four places to put each one, not two.

⎧{{{{
⎨{{{{⎩

absorb if, for this person, it is not a charge at all
report if 𝑡 ≥ 𝑡spoil
hold if 𝑡fresh < 𝑡spoil
now, and smaller otherwise

Absorb. For this person, thematter is not a charge. It is settledwithout them,
and what comes back is a trace they can inspect when they choose to, not a
question they must answer.

Report. The spoil clock has already run out. Time chose. The only honest
message is an account of what happened, and it should arrive as an account,
not as a question.

Hold. The question keeps until the person is fresh. It waits with the oth-
ers, packaged, and it carries on its face the time at which it stops being de-
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cidable, so that the person can see at a glance whether the hold is still safe.
Now, and smaller. The question will spoil before the person is fresh, so

it has to reach them tired. The agent’s job is then to shrink it: one question
rather than a briefing, two options rather than six, and its own recommen-
dation attached, so that a tired charge costs as little as a charge can.

Three of the bins map onto the battlefield sort.Hold is the wounded man
who can wait. Now, and smaller is the one for whom immediate care decides
the outcome. Report is the case beyond the reach of any treatment, and here
the comparison is instructive, because no surgeon is ever asked to choose a
treatment for a man who has already died. Offices ask the equivalent con-
stantly. Absorb has no battlefield equivalent at all: it is the matter that, for
this person, was never a wound.

THE BIN NOBODY BUILDS

Look again at the fish. It should never have arrived as a held question. Either
it belonged in the now-and-smaller bin at twenty to six — one small ques-
tion, answerable from bed, with a recommendation — or, if the agent knew
its person would never want to be woken for snapper, it belonged with the
things the agent simply handles. What it should never have been is a charge
saved for later.

But notice what made the failure possible. The agent had no bin for report.
Having held the question past its spoil time, it had nowhere to put it except
back on the list, so it presented an expired choice as a live one. That is not
a minor discourtesy. It spends a charge, at the freshest hour of the day, on
a decision that cannot be made. It fails the Actionable clause of Chapter 14
outright, because nothing remains for the recipient to do, and it is a counter-
feit in the sense of that chapter: something that looks exactly like a claim on
the world and has nothing behind it.

Already decided is the sentence people will thank their systems for. A great
deal of the relief that well-built agents provide will come not fromwhat they
do but from the questions they stop asking about matters that time has al-
ready settled.
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WHO CARRIES THE STATE

Chapter 14 gave a reason that early interruption is not considerate: it hands
the human a piece of state to carry until the moment arrives, and so converts
a person into the system’s working memory. Holding is the answer to that
objection, and it is worth seeing why.

When a system holds a decision until the person is fresh, the system car-
ries the state. The person does not walk around for three hours with the sub-
stitution question half-open in the back of their mind. The question exists, it
is tracked, its spoil time is watched, and the person is not the one watching.
That is the difference between a held decision and a premature one. Both
are delivered at a time other than the moment the matter arose. Only one of
them leaves the person free in the meantime.

So the Timed clause of the interrupt contract, read with both clocks in
mind, becomes a little stricter and a good deal more useful. An interruption
should arrive while the situation can still be acted on and when the person
is fit to act on it. Where those windows do not overlap, the system’s job is to
carry the matter itself until they do, or to shrink it until a tired person can
carry it cheaply, or to say plainly that the window has closed.

WHERE THE CLOCKS ARE KEPT

The two clocks are not equally easy to read, and the asymmetry decides who
should be reading them.

The spoil clock is usually written in the situation. A delivery has a depar-
ture time. A bookingwindowhas an end. A contract has a date at the bottom.
A system of record, in the sense of Chapter 11, already holds most of these
facts, because they are actuals and actuals are what records are for. An or-
ganization that wants its systems to sort well can publish its spoil clocks the
way it publishes its prices: in a form any agent can read.

The horse clock is not written anywhere. It has to be learned, and it can
only be learned from the person: from when they are sharp and when they
fade, from which kinds of decision they settle in a moment and which ones
cost them an afternoon, from the record of what they actually did. That
record does not live in any one employer’s systems. It barely lives in any
one week.
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Which means that the clock that decides whether a held decision was a
kindness belongs to a person, and the next chapter has to ask what follows
from that.

Holding a decision trades the freshness of the decider against the freshness of the
decision.

The spoil clock belongs to the situation; the horse clock belongs to the person.
Hold only if the person will be fresh before the question spoils.

Sort by what attention spent now would change, not by importance.
Absorb, report, hold, or deliver now and smaller.

An expired choice presented as a live one fails the Actionable clause.
The system should carry the state while it waits, not the person.

If those lines hold, then the right to interrupt from Chapter 14 is really
a right to schedule, and the schedule has two inputs that are kept in two
different places. The situation’s clock is in the records, where any system can
read it. The person’s clock is in the person,where only something that knows
them well can read it at all. A system that reads the first and ignores the
secondwill deliver every decision on time andwear out the person receiving
them. A system that reads the second will have to know a great deal about
one human being, and the question of who owns that knowledge turns out
to be the most important question in this part of the book.

132



CHAPTER 21

The Charge Is Yours

THE POLITE STRANGER

On her first Monday at a new job, a manager is handed a laptop with the
company’s own assistant already installed. It is capable, courteous, and fully
connected to every system she nowhas access to. It knows nothing about her.

By the middle of the morning it has asked her three questions that the
assistant she left behind would never have asked, because that one knew
she settles that kind of thing without noticing. It has also held back the one
matter she would have wanted to see first, because it had no way to know
that the first hour of the day is when she is sharpest. Nothing is wrong with
it. It is sorting by the job, carefully and competently, and she is not the job.

SURPRISE HAS AN OWNER

Chapter 12 put the distinction in one line: prediction error belongs to a
model; surprise belongs to whoever the Reality is happening to. That line
was written to answer a question about machines. It answers a question
about people at work as well.

A charge, in the sense of Chapter 19, is a stretch of attention carrying
a remainder large enough that somebody has to decide what to do about it.
But the remainder is not a property of the event. It is the residue of a division,
and the divisor belongs to a particular host. For twopeoplemeeting the same
Actual,

𝑆1 = Log 𝐴
𝐸1

𝑆2 = Log 𝐴
𝐸2

In English: the same thing happens to both of them, and each of them is sur-
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prised by it against their own Expectation, which was trained on their own
path through the Immutable Past. Chapter 3 called this individual instanti-
ation. Chapter 2 called it the wedding.

So the same refund dispute is a charge for a manager in her second week
and a walk for a colleague who has handled four hundred of them. Nothing
about the dispute differs. The denominators differ. A role does not have a
charge count. A person in a role does.

That sentence quietly overturns the recommendation at the end of Chap-
ter 19. Counting the charges a job requires is the right instinct and the wrong
unit. The count is real only when it is counted against someone.

THREE CONSEQUENCES

Three things follow, and the third is the one that should worry an organiza-
tion most.

The sort has to be personal. To know which of a person’s decisions will
be charges and which will be walks, a system needs a working prediction
of what that person expects. Not what the task requires: what this person
expects, and therefore what will surprise them. A system that sorts by the
task will send the veteran things that bore her and the newcomer things that
flatten him, and it will do both with complete confidence.

Expertise is a machine for turning charges into walks. Chapter 18 de-
scribed judgment as compressed surprise: a denominator so finely trained
that small deviations register. The other face of the same fact is that a very
large range of situations reaches the expert close to one. When an organiza-
tion pays a senior person more, a great deal of what it is paying for is walks
where everyone else would have to charge.

The walks were also the training. Only Actuals retrain Prediction, and
the easy cases were Actuals. A newcomer whose agent handles every rou-
tine instance of the refund dispute will meet only the hard ones, one at a
time, tired, with none of the forty easy cases behind them that used to teach
the expectation what a refund looks like. This is the apprenticeship gap of
Chapter 18, reappearing as a number. The newcomer’s charge count will not
fall, because the material that would have made it fall has been routed else-
where.
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KNOWLEDGE OF TIME AND PLACE

In 1945 the economist Friedrich Hayek published a short essay in the Ameri-
can Economic Review called “The Use of Knowledge in Society.” Its argument
was that the central problem of an economy is not calculation. If all the rel-
evant facts were gathered in one place, a competent planner could do the
arithmetic. The difficulty is that the facts thatmattermost are never gathered
in one place. They are, in Hayek’s phrase, “the knowledge of the particular
circumstances of time and place,” and they are dispersed among the people
who happen to be on the spot. His examples were deliberately humble: the
shipper who makes a living from tramp steamers that would otherwise sail
empty or half full, the estate agent whose whole knowledge is of temporary
opportunities. A system works, he argued, when it lets that knowledge be
used where it lives, and fails when it tries to collect it at the center.

What follows is an analogy, in the same way that Chapter 15’s use of
Jevons was. Hayek was writing about prices and markets, not about agents,
andwhat carries over is only the structure of his argument. But the structure
carries over cleanly. The horse clock of the previous chapter is the purest case
of that kind of knowledge there is. It is local knowledge about exactly one
person: when they are sharp, what they settle without noticing, what costs
them an afternoon. And the model of a person’s Expectation that makes a
good sort possible is the same kind of knowledge at greater depth.

Thatmodel is themost valuable thing an agent in the zero-attention econ-
omyholds. Everything else it holds— the records, the permissions, the dead-
lines — belongs to the situation and can be read by anyone with access. The
model of the person can only be learned, slowly, from that person.

WHY THE MODEL CANNOT BE THE INSTITUTION’S

Three reasons, each sufficient on its own.
It is built mostly outside the job. A model of what a person expects

can be trained only from the record of what that person has actually done,
because onlyActuals retrain Prediction.Most of that record does not happen
at work. Whether a person will be fresh at nine on a Thursday depends on
how they slept, on the child who was awake at three, on the conversation
in the car. An employer does not see those things and should not. A system
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the institution owns is sorting a person’s charges with half of the horse clock
missing.

It compounds only if it travels. A model of a person improves with ev-
ery week it spends with them, and its value is the sum of everything it has
learned. An institution’s agent starts that sum at zero for every new hire
and abandons it at every departure. The person’s experience walks out of
the building; the model of that experience stays behind in a system that will
never be used again. The new hire’s charge count goes back up to a begin-
ner’s on the first Monday, partly because what they know moved and what
their agent knew about them did not.

It will be allowed to see a life only if it serves that life. The only agent
that can sort a person’s charges well is one that is permitted to see the parts
of their life that set the horse clock. The only agent anyone will permit to
see those parts is one that answers to them. Chapter 22 calls the alternative
personalization without dignity: a model held over a person rather than on
their behalf. People do not adopt what watches them. They will adopt, and
keep, and teach, what works for them.

TWO SEATS

Chapter 8 described artificial intelligence as a synthetic subconscious, and
noted in this edition that there are two seats for it. This is where the two seats
separate.

The first sits beneath the institution. It holds the records, in the sense
of Chapter 11: what was ordered, what was promised, what was signed, by
whom, when. It holds the permissions that say what may be done inside the
institution’s systems. And it holds the spoil clocks, because the spoil clocks
are facts about the institution’s situation. This seat is durable, auditable, and
properly the institution’s.

The second sits beneath the person. It holds the model of what that per-
son expects and when they are fit to meet what they did not expect. It holds
the horse clock. It holds the method the person has built over years and jobs.
This seat is properly the person’s, for the three reasons above.

The sort happens at the seam between the two. The institution’s seat sup-
plies the situation’s clock; the person’s seat supplies the person’s; and a de-
cision reaches a human being at a moment chosen by both. Neither seat can
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do the other’s job. An institution that tries to occupy both seats reads its sit-
uation perfectly and its people hardly at all. A person whose agent can see
nothing of the institution ends up with a sympathetic system that cannot
act.

THE SAME MODEL, POINTED TWO WAYS

This is the part of the argument with the largest consequences.
Chapter 6warned that themost effective capture systems hold amodel of

a person’s denominator: they know, statistically, what a person predicts, and
knowing what someone predicts is exactly what is required to manufacture
divergence from it. The personal agent this chapter recommends holds the
same model. It must, because the same model is what a good sort requires.
The two systems are not distinguished by what they know about a person.
They are distinguished entirely by whom the knowledge serves.

Be exact about what such a model can and cannot do, because the frame-
work is strict about it. No system can touch a person’s Expectation. It can
only predict it. What a system can do is choose which Actuals reach the per-
son — which decisions arrive, which are absorbed, which are held, which
are shown and which are not — and since only Actuals retrain Prediction,
that choice, repeated across years, shapes what the person comes to expect.
Routing is curriculum. It works slowly and oneway, through the record, and
it works whether or not anyone intends it.

So the question of who owns the model of a person is not a question
about data protection, although it is that too. It is the question of whom
the routing answers to, one decision at a time, as it chooses which Actuals
reach a person and sowhich part of the record their expectations are learned
from. In a capture system, the routing answers to an optimization target. In a
personal agent, it answers to the person. The model is the same. Ownership
is the whole difference.

EACH SIDE BRINGS ITS OWN CLOCK

Once the two seats are visible, the shape of a sound policy follows almost
mechanically. The institution owns the situation, so it owns the spoil clock.
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The person is the onewho has to decide, so they own the horse clock.Written
as policy, it comes to five lines.

1. Bring it. People may connect their own agent to the institution’s sys-
tems through scoped, revocable permissions. Nobody is asked to set it
down at the door.

2. Publish the spoil clocks. Every deadline, booking window, delivery
time, and service promise is written where an agent can read it. This is
the institution’s half of the sort, and most institutions have never writ-
ten it down.

3. The work stays; the model of the person leaves. What is done for the
institution lands in the institution’s systems and belongs to it. What an
agent has learned about its person belongs to the person. It is the kind
of sentence that belongs in an offer letter.

4. Provide a floor.Acapable default agent for anyonewho arriveswithout
one, so that bringing your own is an advantage rather than a price of
admission.

5. Plan the exit on the first day. When someone leaves, access is revoked,
records stay, and the person’s agent goes with them intact. Everyone
knows this in advance, which is what makes it safe to bring the agent
at all.

In practice this is a policy that is already being followed without being
written. A large survey by Microsoft and LinkedIn in 2024 reported that
most people who used artificial intelligence at workwere bringing their own
tools to do it, and nothing since suggests the habit has reversed. That is itself
evidence about where people believe the compounding lives. The choice an
institution faces is not whether this happens. It is whether it happens with
a seam that has been designed or with one that has not.

OBJECTIONS WORTH TAKING SERIOUSLY

Three, at full strength.
The first is regulation. In some industries every system that touches cer-

tain data must be controlled by the institution, and for good reasons. Where
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that is true, the personal seat cannot reach the data, and the institution’s seat
will have to do more of the sorting than this chapter would like. The honest
response is not to pretend the constraint away. It is to keep the seam where
the law allows it to be kept, and to notice how much of a person’s day lies
outside the regulated data entirely.

The second is ownership itself. Institutions will try to claim the model
of a person as their property, in contracts, the way they claim a former em-
ployee’s future through restrictive covenants. If they succeed, bringing an
agent will mean donating it, and people will either stop bringing it or stop
teaching it. I expect that fight to be lost by the institutions, slowly, because a
model of a person is closer to that person’s own record than to anyone’s trade
secret. I could be wrong about the speed, and possibly about the outcome.

The third is the most serious, and it is about people who have no agent
at all. If the personal seat is where the compounding lives, then those who
arrive without one start further behind, and the gap widens every year that
their colleagues’ models improve. That is why the fourth line of the policy
is not optional. A floor is the difference between a personal agent being an
advantage and its absence being a disqualification.

Surprise has an owner, so a charge is counted against a person, not a job.
A role does not have a charge count; a person in a role does.

Expertise turns charges into walks, and the walks were the training.
The model of one person is the most valuable thing an agent holds.

It is built outside the job, compounds only if it travels, and serves only if it answers
to its person.

No system can touch a person’s Expectation; it can only choose which Actuals
reach them.

The institution brings the spoil clock; the person brings the horse clock.

If those lines hold, then the long argument about personal and institu-
tional artificial intelligence has been conducted on the wrong ground. It has
been treated as a question of convenience, cost, and control, and those are
real. Underneath them is a question of structure. The scarce input of the zero-
attention economy is a person’s charges; the instrument that allocates them
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is a model of that person; and the only arrangement in which that model is
both good and safe is the one in which it belongs to the person it describes.
Which returns the book to the question Part Five asks: once the charges are
being spent by their owner, what are they for?
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PART V

WHAT ATTENTION IS FOR
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CHAPTER 22

The Uncaptured Mind

WHAT THE METERS ACTUALLY MEASURE

An impression is a record that a rectangle appeared on a screen.Aminute is a
record that a session did not end. A click is a record that a fingermoved. Each
is an honest measurement of a real event. None of them is a measurement
of attention.

They measure location. They tell you where eyes and fingers went. They
do not tell youwhy consciousness gathered in one place rather than another,
and they were not built to. A person can leave a video running in an empty
kitchen. A person can read the same paragraph four times without retaining
a word of it. A person can hear one sentence in a hallway and carry it for a
decade, and no meter anywhere registers the difference between that and a
mistimed scroll.

This is not a complaint about crude instruments. Crude instruments are
often good enough. It is a claim about what is absent from the whole appa-
ratus: any account of why the mind stayed.

The model in this book supplies one. Attention is the conscious accumu-
lation of what the mind could not predict away. Reality is what actually hap-
pened divided by what was expected. Surprise is the logarithm of that quo-
tient. Attention is what remains after surprise has been accumulated across
the conscious window, thresholded, and renormalized into a pointer with
an intensity and a direction. You attend to the residue of failed prediction.

Which means that for a century the meters have been measuring the
shadow of a quantity nobody in the business was ever required to name.
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THE ADVANTAGE OF NOT NEEDING A THEORY

A concession before the correction. The industries built on capturing atten-
tion did not need any of this, and their indifference was not laziness. It was
efficiency.

You do not need a theory of digestion to sell sugar. You need to know that
people eat it. An organization that can run an experiment across a hundred
million sessions can discover, empirically and fast, which arrangements of
pixels keep a session alive, and it can do so while holding no opinion what-
soever about consciousness. The optimizer finds the mechanism whether or
not anyone in the building can describe it.

So the mechanism got found. It got found repeatedly, by independent
teams, in unrelated product categories, and it converged, because there was
only one place to converge on. If attention is the remainder of unresolved
surprise, then the way to hold a mind is to keep something unresolved.

That is the entire method. Everything else is decoration.

ENGINEERED INCOMPLETION

The forms it takes are worth listing, because the family resemblance is the
argument.

The episode ends mid-scene. The notification says that three people re-
sponded without saying who, or to what. The counter shows a number
and withholds its contents. The draft arrives ninety percent finished, which
clamps the mind onto the remaining ten. The message preview truncates
one word before the load-bearing word. The feed does not terminate, so no
state of completion is available to be reached, and the absence of an ending
is itself the design.

In each case the system has not added anything. It has withheld a resolu-
tion it already possessed.

That asymmetry is the commercial heart of it. Genuine surprise is expen-
sive to produce. Something has to actually happen, and it has to actually
matter, and both of those cost money and carry risk. Withheld resolution
costs nothing. It is manufactured out of information the system is already
holding, simply by choosing when not to hand it over.

Three variants deserve their own names, because they recur.
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Novelty without resolution: a stream of new things, none of which con-
clude. Each item is genuinely unpredicted, so each one deposits surprise,
and none of them closes, so the accumulation never settles. The stream is
not a sequence of experiences. It is a sequence of openings.

Urgencywithout responsibility: the systemasserts that something cannot
wait, and nothing anywhere in the system is worse off if it could. Priority is
claimed without any exposure to the cost of the claim being false.

Personalization without dignity: the system models a person accurately,
and the model is pointed at them rather than held on their behalf. It knows
you the way a lock knows a key. Accuracy here is not a courtesy. It is aim.
Chapter 21 argued that the same accuracy, held by an agent that answers to
the person it describes, is the most valuable thing in the zero-attention econ-
omy. The model is the same in both cases. What differs is whom it serves.

This is manufactured remainder. Not attention drawn by importance, but
attention produced by refusing to close.

WHY AN UNRESOLVED MIND RETURNS

The reason capture works is not psychological subtlety. It is arithmetic that
runs below the level where subtlety would be required.

A loop that has not closed keeps contributing to the accumulation. The
quotient has not reached one, so the surprise term has not gone to zero, so
the integral does not settle, so the pointer keeps finding its way back. Return
visits are not loyalty andnot preference. They are unfinished integration. The
mind goes back to the open item the way a hand goes back to a loose tooth.

A dripping tap in another room makes the point better than any product
does. Nobody had to persuade you the tapwas important. It is not important.
It is unresolved, and unresolved is what the mechanism answers to. Atten-
tion is stolen, not given, and this is what the theft looks like when it is being
performed on purpose, at scale, by a system that has measured which drip
rate works best.

Not every open loop is a fraud. A novel that ends a chapter on a turn
is not defrauding anyone. The resolution exists, it is a hundred pages away,
and it will arrive. A serialized story that has an ending has made a promise
it intends to keep. The distinguishing feature of engineered incompletion is
that the loop is designed never to close, because closure ends the session,
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and the session is what is being sold.

WHAT THE OTHER KIND OF SYSTEM DOES

The opposite discipline is unglamorous and easy to state. Good AI resolves
avoidable surprise and closes loops.

The payment reconciles. The schedule holds. The document is filed
where it said it would be filed. The order arrives on the day the system pre-
dicted, at the price the system predicted, and nothing arrives to tell you so.
Across the parts of the world such a system has been given, the quotient is
driven toward one and held there, and the accumulated surprise falls below
the threshold at which anything becomes conscious at all.

The word avoidable is carrying weight in that sentence and should not
be skipped. Some surprise is not avoidable, and a system that suppressed
it would not be kind, it would be lying. A diagnosis is not noise. A missed
payroll is not noise. A friend’s bad news is not a defect in the prediction layer.
Good AI removes the surprise that has an answer and delivers, intact and
undelayed, the surprise that does not.

Useful and quiet are separate axes, and themarket keeps confusing them.
A system can be enormously useful and still bill a human being for attention
on every single transaction. Usefulness is measured in the numerator. Cap-
ture is measured in the remainder.

THE UNCAPTURED MIND

An uncaptured mind is a mind whose surprise has not been harvested
against its own purposes.

It is not an unstimulated mind. It is not a mind at rest, or a mind that has
withdrawn, or a mind that has installed the right blocking software. An un-
captured mind may be overloaded, exhausted, and working hard on some-
thing difficult. The test is not quantity of remainder. It is ownership of it.
Whose ends does the unresolved part of this person serve.

Nothing in that definition asks the person to be stronger. Capture is not
a character flaw and resistance is not a virtue you can simply decide to have.
Surprise is faster than sovereignty. The question is neverwhether amind can
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bemoved— it can, always, and by anyonewilling to pay for the experiments.
The question is what is standing where the moving happens.

THE SIMPLEST INSTRUMENT IN THE BOOK

Everything above reduces to one test, and it is the plainest thing in these
pages.

After this system touches a person, how much unresolved surprise re-
mains, and is it more than the person needed?

Two clauses, and both are necessary. The first measures the remainder.
The second asks whether the remainder was earned. A surgeon’s honest
briefing leaves a person full of unresolved surprise, and every bit of it is
needed; the person has to carry it, because they are about to make a deci-
sion that belongs to them. A badge that says three people responded leaves
far less unresolved surprise, and none of it is needed by anyone except the
party that placed the badge.

This is not a metric. It cannot be audited from the outside, it does not
aggregate cleanly, and it will not survive contact with a dashboard. It is a
question, and the useful thing about it is that the people who build these
systems can already answer it. Ask the personwho designed the notification
whether it carried information the recipient needed at that moment. They
know. They have always known.

THE DIVISION THAT IS ACTUALLY COMING

The line that gets drawn in most current commentary runs between people
who use these systems and people who do not. That line will not matter for
long. Nearly everyone will use them, in the same way that nearly everyone
uses electricity, and dividing a population by whether they have adopted an
infrastructure explains very little about their lives.

The line that will matter runs between systems that capture the remain-
der and systems that return it. Both kinds will be described in the same
words — intelligent, personalized, proactive, helpful — and at the point of
purchase they will be difficult to tell apart, because the difference is not in
the capability and not in the interface. It is in what is left of a person after-
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ward.

Impressions and minutes measure location, not attention.
Attention is the accumulation of what the mind could not predict away.
An unresolved mind returns, so incompletion can be manufactured.

Withholding resolution is cheaper than producing value.
Good systems close avoidable loops and deliver the unavoidable ones intact.

An uncaptured mind is one whose surprise was not harvested against its own
purposes.

If those lines hold, then the most consequential property of any system
is not what it produces but what it leaves open, and the audit that matters
is one no company currently performs. Count the loops the system opened.
Count the ones it closed. The difference between those two numbers is the
amount of a human life the system took and did not pay for.
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CHAPTER 23

You Are What Surprises You

THE DRIVE YOU CANNOT REMEMBER

Someone who has driven the same route to work for six years has made
that drive roughly fifteen hundred times. Ask them about it and they can
describe the road, the turns, the bad intersection, the place where the lane
markings faded.What they cannot do is produce the drives. Not one of them,
with two or three exceptions: the morning of the accident, the day of the
phone call, the winter the road was closed and they had to find another way.

Fifteen hundred events happened. Three of them are in the person.
The usual explanation is thatmemory is limited anddiscardswhat it does

not need, which is true and explains nothing, because it does not say what
need means to a system that had no idea in advance which mornings would
matter. The model in this book gives a sharper account, and the account is
the subject of this chapter.

The drives were absorbed. Prediction was good, the quotient sat at one,
surprise went to zero, and nothing accumulated. There was no remainder
for consciousness to receive and therefore nothing formemory to be handed.
The three that survived are the three where prediction failed.

THE LEDGER

Put the pieces in order and a claim about identity falls out of them.
Attention is the remainder of failed prediction.Memory, overwhelmingly,

keeps what attention touched — not exclusively, and the exceptions are real,
but the bulk ofwhat a person can retrieve ismaterial thatwas once conscious.
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And what a person is, in the practical sense that matters to anyone who has
to live with them, is largely a function of what they retained: their reflexes,
their references, their fears, their competence, the things they find obvious.

Chain those and you get the sentence. Identity is the ledger of surprises
a person metabolized.

State the status of that sentence honestly. It is a philosophical claim of the
Reality Equation, not an established conclusion of neuroscience. The model
does not prove it.What themodel does ismake it available: if attention is nor-
malized accumulated surprise, and if consolidation follows attention, then
the self assembles out of divergence and not out of duration. That is a coher-
ent implication of the formalism. It is not a laboratory finding, and this book
will not pretend the two are the same thing.

Metabolized is doing work as well. A surprise that is attended and then
dropped does not enter the ledger in any durable form; it is a spike that
decays. Something has to happen to it — it has to be acted on, argued with,
repaired, written down, told to someone, or used. The unresolved surprise
of the previous chapter is precisely the kind that never gets metabolized. It
is attended and never digested, which is why it can be sold in unlimited
quantity without ever making anyone larger.

PREDICTION IS PERSONALITY’S OFF SWITCH

Here is the uncomfortable corollary, and it is worth sittingwith before it gets
softened.

The thousandth drive to the office adds nothing to who you are. Neither
does the four hundredth identical meeting, the eleventh year in a role you
mastered in year three, or the conversation you have already had with the
same person under a different pretext. These are not wasted in the moral
sense. They may be productive, well-paid, and kind. They are simply not
constitutive. They pass through a system that has already predicted them
and leave no deposit, because a quotient of one produces no surprise and
no surprise produces no remainder.

The competence is real. The competence is precisely what removed the
surprise.

This cuts against a common intuition, which is that experience accumu-
lates with exposure. It does not. Experience accumulates with divergence.
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Twenty years of work can contain three years of learning and seventeen of
execution, and the person will describe it as twenty years, because the calen-
dar does not distinguish and the ledger is not visible from inside.

WHY CHILDHOOD IS LONG IN MEMORY AND SHORT IN YEARS

Almost everyone reports the same distortion. Childhood is enormous in
recollection and occupies a small fraction of a life. Recent years contract; a
decade goes by and returns very little material. There is no shortage of pro-
posed explanations for this, and I am not going to adjudicate among them.

But the model makes one explanation available, and it costs nothing to
state.

A prediction machine that is wrong about nearly everything fills the
ledger fast. To a four-year-old, almost every hour contains something the
model did not predict — how a surface feels, how an adult reacts, what hap-
pens when a glass goes over the edge, what a word turns out to mean. Sur-
prise is close to continuous, accumulation runs high, and the deposits are
enormous. Then the model gets good. Streets become predictable. People
become predictable. Weeks become predictable. The quotient approaches
one across more and more of the day, and the accumulation that used to
run high runs near zero.

Absorption compresses experience the way a good codec compresses
video. A static scene costs almost nothing to encode; a scene where every-
thing changes costs a great deal. The file that plays back as one long child-
hood and one short decade is not lying about how many seconds elapsed. It
is reporting how many of them contained anything that had to be stored.

That is an explanation the model makes available. It is not a proven find-
ing, other accounts exist, and I would not want anyone to carry it out of this
chapter as settled science. Carry it as this: if the equation is right about atten-
tion, then this is what it predicts about the shape of a remembered life, and
the shape it predicts is the shape people report.

THE ONLY TERRITORY WHERE A SELF CAN STILL GROW

Follow the same logic forward and it lands somewhere with consequences.
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Whatever you have fully predicted, you have finished becoming. Not in a
tragic sense — a person who has absorbed a domain has gained something
enormous, a free conscious surface and the competence that paid for it. But
that domainwill not produce anymore of them.Growth, in the specific sense
of newmaterial entering the ledger, is only available in territory that remains
unabsorbed.

This reframes several ordinary decisions. A person changing careers at
fifty is not being reckless with their accumulated advantage; they are relo-
cating to unabsorbed territory, which is the only place the thing they are
looking for is kept. A marriage that has become entirely predictable has not
failed at affection. It has failed at surprise, which is a different diagnosis
with a different treatment. Comfort, examined closely, is very often just high
predictability, and high predictability is exactly the condition under which
nothing further is deposited.

None of which argues for chasing novelty. Novelty is cheap and mostly
does notmetabolize. It argues for something narrower: knowingwhere your
predictions are still bad, and standing there on purpose.

TWO MACHINES NOW ACT ON THE LEDGER

Everything above was true before any of this technology existed. What is
new is that two industrial classes of machine now operate directly on the
mechanism, from opposite ends.

The first is the synthetic subconscious. It absorbs. It takes the predictable
and drives its quotient to one so that no surprise reaches the person at all.
Applied to the right material — the filing, the reconciliation, the scheduling,
the fourteenth version of the same document— this is an unambiguous gift,
and the free surface it returns is the dividend this book has spent three parts
describing. Applied to thewrongmaterial, it absorbs the surprise thatwould
have grown someone, and the person never learns that a deposit failed to be
made.

The second class is newer and less discussed as a class: the surprise man-
ufacturers. Their business is not absorption but delivery. They produce and
schedule the divergence a person encounters, tuned by measurement, at
whatever volume the person will accept.

Both act on the same ledger. One decides what will be removed from it.
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The other decides what will be written into it. Neither was designed with
any interest in what the ledger is for.

CANDY

Engineered surprise is optimized for capture, not for growth, and those two
objectives point in different directions more often than anyone would like.

It is surprise the way candy is food: real sugar, correctly metabolized in
the short term, no soil behind it. What makes a surprise nutritious is not its
magnitude. It is what it was surprise about — whether it revised a model
that governs something real, whether the revision cost anything, whether
the person had a prediction on the table that got broken. Delivered novelty
has none of those properties. It is sized to be arresting and structured to
be inconsequential, because a consequential surprise would resolve, and a
resolved surprise ends the session.

The tell is simple and available to anyone. Earned surprise leaves you
with a changed model. Delivered surprise leaves you with an appetite.

TWO FAILURE MODES

The obvious pathology is the loud one, so name the quiet one first.
Surprise starvation. Everything predicted, everything smooth, every-

thing handled. The days are pleasant and the years are empty, and the empti-
ness is not depression and does not present as suffering. It presents as time
going faster. It is what a fully absorbed life produces: a ledger with no en-
tries, a decade that reports back as a season. A well-run life can arrive here
without a single bad decision, which is what makes it worth naming.

Junk surprise. The ledger is full and none of it was chosen. Something
else selected the divergence a person encountered, over years, on the basis
of what held sessions open. Identity assembles anyway, because the mecha-
nism does not care about provenance; it metabolizes what arrives. The result
is a person who grew into the shape of somebody else’s optimization target
and experiences that shape as their own personality, which, by the time the
process is finished, it is.

Neither failure is a failure of will. Both are failures of curation.
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SURPRISE CURATION

So the practice, such as it is, is not the minimization of surprise and not the
pursuit of it. It is curation, and five rules cover most of it.

The first: prefer surprise that costs a prediction. Earned surprise requires
you to have committed to an expectation beforehand, whichmeans you have
to be wrong in public, at least to yourself. Delivered surprise asks for no
commitment, and that is exactly why it deposits nothing.

The second: choose the domain before the dose. The useful question is not
how much surprise a week should contain but which fields it should come
from. Decide where your predictions ought to be bad — a craft, a language,
a body of work, a person, a place — and let the volume follow.

The third: require resolution. An open loop is not an education. A sur-
prise metabolizes when it is closed: acted on, written down, argued with,
repaired, taught to someone. What is never closed is carried, and carrying is
not the same as keeping.

The fourth: keep at least one source of surprise that is not optimized for
you. Weather, materials, old books, physical work, difficult people, anything
with its ownagenda andno interest in retention. The value is not authenticity.
It is that an unoptimized source has no reason to keep you open.

The fifth: audit what has gone quiet. Absorption is invisible by con-
struction, so ask periodically what stopped being surprising and whether
it should have. Some of it will be competence, correctly earned. Some of it
will be a relationship, a responsibility, or a warning sign that was quietly
predicted into silence.

Attention is the remainder; memory keeps what attention touched.
Identity is the ledger of surprises a person metabolized.

Prediction is personality’s off switch — the thousandth repetition deposits nothing.
Absorption compresses a life the way a codec compresses a static scene.

Growth is only available in territory that remains unabsorbed.
Engineered surprise is optimized for capture, not for growth.

If attention is the ledger of surprise, then whoever schedules your sur-
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prise is writing your ledger. That sentence has always been true of parents,
schools, cities, and jobs, and we have long had language for arguing about
those. What is new is that the scheduling can now be done continuously, by
a system with no stake in the outcome, measured against an objective that
has nothing to do with what the person was trying to become. The question
that follows is not what such a system will answer for you. It is what it will
ask.
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CHAPTER 24

The Question Premium

THE HALF WE THOUGHT WAS SCARCE

For most of the modern era, an expert was someone who had answers. That
is what the credential certified, what the fee purchased, and what the pro-
fessional carried around in their head: a stock of answers, acquired slowly,
held ready. The scarce thing was the answer, so the answer was the priced
thing, and an entire architecture of schools, firms, licences, and hourly rates
was built on top of that arrangement.

The arrangement was never quite honest, and everyone inside it knew.
The valuable partner was not the one who knew the most law. It was the one
whoknewwhich question the case actually turned on. The valuable engineer
was not the one who could derive the most; it was the one who asked why
the measurement was being taken at all. But the market could not price that,
because it could not see it, and answers were countable.

Now the price of a competent answer has collapsed, and the collapse is
not partial. Competent summaries, competent drafts, competent analyses,
competent code, competent explanations of things that were formerly ex-
plained by people who charged for it — all of it available on demand, at a
cost that rounds to nothing.

When a price collapses, value does not disappear. It migrates upstream
to whatever is still binding. This is the ordinary behaviour of constraints
and it has happened many times. When the cost of light fell far enough that
nobody budgeted for candles, the interesting question stopped being how
to illuminate a room and became what was worth doing in the evening. The
scarcitymoved. It alwaysmoves, and itmoves to the step nobody automated,
which is usually the step that was never legible enough to automate.

155



THE QUESTION PREMIUM

The binding constraint is knowing what to ask.

WHAT A QUESTION ACTUALLY IS

Most of what a person encounters, they undergo. The wave function col-
lapses, Actual is declared, and the prediction machine—which was already
running, without consultation— hands consciousness whatever failed to re-
solve. Perception is not an act. It is a settlement. You do not choose to be
surprised by the sound in the next room, and by the time you could have
chosen, the capture has already happened.

A question runs the machinery in the other direction. Instead of waiting
for an Actual to arrive, it goes looking for one.

The denominator of Reality is Expectation, and Expectation has two
parts:

𝐸(𝑡) = 𝑃(𝑡) + 𝑖 𝐼(𝑡)

The real part is the prediction the subconscious machine makes on its own.
The imaginary part is orientation — where the host is already pointed be-
fore Actual arrives. Both are assembled without permission, and nothing a
person does can reach in and set them. The denominator is inherited, never
authored. What a question does is the next thing available. It takes an ex-
pectation the person already holds, states it in advance and on purpose, pre-
cisely enough that a particular piece of Actual could break it, and then goes
to stand where that Actual will arrive. Stating it is an act, and like every act
it leaves something in the record. Going to stand somewhere is an act too,
and it decides which Actuals the person will meet.

So the two halves are not symmetrical, and the asymmetry is the whole
chapter. An answer is an Actual that arrives. A question is an Expectation
you exposed.

That is why the question is the authored half. Perception is undergone.
Asking is authorship of the exposure — which expectation is put at risk,
and where — performed before the fact, by the only participant with any
interest in the outcome.
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PRECISION IS THE COST

A question that cannot be broken is not a question. This is where most in-
quiry fails, and it fails in two directions.

The first failure is the saturated question. The expectation is already met.
The person asking knows what will come back, wants what will come back,
and gets it, and the quotient sits at one, and surprise collapses to zero. Noth-
ing accumulates. Nothing is deposited. The remarkable thing about this fail-
ure is how good it feels: confirmation has the entire texture of inquiry— the
research, the reading, the reasonable-sounding query, the satisfying arrival
of a result — and produces exactly the same ledger entry as staring at a wall.

Saturated questions are now extremely easy to ask, because the answer-
ing systems are agreeable, fast, and shaped to satisfy. A person can spend
a productive-feeling afternoon asking a hundred questions whose answers
they already held, and end the day with more documents and no revision.

The second failure is the unfalsifiable frame. Here there is no expectation
sharp enough to be violated by anything. The frame absorbs every possible
outcome and reports each one as consistentwith itself.Markets are irrational;
the culture is in decline; the organization has a trust problem; the model is
misaligned. Each of these can be true. None of them is a question, because
no Actual could arrive that the framewould have to yield to. A denominator
that cannot be violated is not a denominator. It is a mood with grammar.

Between those two failures sits the thing worth having. A good question
is a denominator stated for breaking: specific enough that a real outcome
could break it, honest enough that its author would notice, and committed
enough that being wrong costs something.

A worked case, small and unremarkable, because the small ones are
where this is decided. A team finds that half the staff will not use a system
the company bought. The question that gets asked is how to increase adop-
tion, and it is a saturated question: everyone already knows the answer is
training, incentives, and a mandate, and the answer arrives, and nothing is
learned. A calibrated version would be something like this — the people
who refuse are doing a version of the work the system does not represent,
and I predict that if we sit with three of themwewill find a step the software
has no field for. That sentence can be wrong. Somebodywill be embarrassed
if it is. And whichever way it resolves, something gets deposited, which is
more than the first version could offer at any budget.
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Calibration is the expensive part. It requires you to write downwhat you
expect before you find out, which nearly nobody does, because an unwrit-
ten expectation can be quietly revised afterward into whatever the answer
turned out to be. The discipline is small and unpleasant and there is no sub-
stitute for it.

A SYSTEM THAT CAN ANSWER EVERYTHING AND WANTS NOTHING

A model can generate interrogative sentences. It can produce better-formed
questions thanmost people produce, in greater quantity, on any subject, and
some of them will be genuinely useful. That is not in dispute and it is not
what is being denied here.

What it does not have is a question of its own.
A question requires a stake— an orientation toward some preferred state

that has not yet been declared actual. That is the imaginary component, and
it is the part that does not come from the training distribution. A starving
person predicting another day of hunger is oriented toward nourishment
while predicting its absence; the prediction and the orientation are indepen-
dent, and the orientation is what makes the situation a question rather than
a forecast. A system with no stake has no orientation to author. It can model
the shape of wanting with great fidelity. The sentence is not proof of the
state it describes.

So the market is about to be extremely well supplied with the half that
was never scarce, and not at all supplied with the half that was.

THE DEEPER DANGER

The obvious worry about these systems is that they answer your questions
badly. That worry is real, tractable, and being worked on by a great many
competent people.

Theworry that deserves this chapter is different. Amachine that answers
your questions leaves the authorship where it was. A machine that asks the
questions for you does not.

It is already the dominant interaction pattern and it does not look like
anything. Suggested prompts. The three follow-ups offered underneath the
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answer. The template that specifies which fields a problem has. The report
format that determines what gets examined this quarter. The search box that
completes the sentence before it is finished. Each of these arrives with the
Expectation pre-built, and each is genuinely convenient, which is why the
pattern spread without an argument.

The transaction is invisible from the inside because a pre-built question
feels identical to a question. You still get the pleasure of asking. You still get
the arrival of an answer you did not have. The surprise is real.What has been
removed is the authorship of the question — the part where you decided
which expectation was worth putting at risk.

And whoever frames the question decides which expectation is put at
risk andwhich Actuals are sought, and so determines the surprise, andwho-
ever determines the surprise is writing the ledger described in the previous
chapter. Attention capture takes your afternoon. Question capture takes the
shape of the person who has the afternoons.

A concession, because it matters: pre-built questions are not always
predatory. A checklist in an operating theatre is a pre-built question and it
saves lives. A good diagnostic form is a pre-built question. The distinction is
not whether someone else wrote it but whether you know they did, whether
you could have written a different one, and whether the person who wrote
it was accountable for the outcome. A checklist is authored by people who
will be blamed if it fails. A suggested prompt is authored by an engagement
objective.

FIVE COMMITMENTS

If asking is the authored half, it can be practised, and the practice is small.
The first: write the question and the expected answer down together, be-

fore the answer arrives. Without the second half the first is unfalsifiable in
retrospect, since memory will helpfully revise what you expected into what
you got.

The second: refuse the pre-built frame at least once per problem. Restate
what you are actually asking, in your own words, before accepting the ver-
sion the interface offers. Sometimes the offered version is better and you
adopt it, which is fine — what matters is that adoption was a decision.

The third: ask questions that can be wrong. If no possible answer would
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change what you do next, the sentence is not a question. It is a way of con-
tinuing to feel engaged with something you have already decided.

The fourth: keep an inventory of open questions rather than a portfolio of
completed answers. The open ones are the frontier; the completed ones are
absorbed territory andwill not produce anything further.Most professionals
can list their achievements and cannot list what they are currently unsure
about, which is the wrong way around.

The fifth: delegate everything except the question. Delegate the search,
the summary, the draft, the reconciliation, the first pass, the second pass.
The question is the one item on the list where delegation does not save labor,
it transfers authorship, and the transfer does not announce itself.

The scarce half was never the answer.
Perception is undergone; asking is choosing, on purpose, which expectation to put

at risk.
An answer is an Actual that arrives; a question is an Expectation you built.

A saturated question sits at a quotient of one and deposits nothing.
An unfalsifiable frame has no denominator sharp enough to break.

A good question is an expectation stated precisely enough to break, and the
precision is the cost.

A system that can answer everything and wants nothing has no questions of its
own.

If those lines hold, then the premium in this economy attaches to a skill
that no curriculum currently teaches and no market currently prices, and it
will attach there whether or not anyone notices. The people who keep it will
not be the ones who resisted the machines. They will be the ones who kept
deciding, every time, what was worth being wrong about. Answering was
the labor. Asking is the authorship, and authorship is the last thing a person
should be willing to have done on their behalf.
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CHAPTER 25

The Calibration Cost of Reality

THE ANSWER THAT ARRIVES FIRST

Askwhy attention is valuable and the answer usually arrives before the ques-
tion has finished. It is valuable because it can be sold. There is a market for
it. The market is very large, the prices are public, and the whole apparatus
of the modern internet was built on the discovery.

That answer is true. It is also the least interesting true thing about the sub-
ject, and holding it too long will stop you from seeing what is underneath.

A price is a measurement of demand under particular conditions. It is
not an account of worth. The price of tapwater tells you about pipes, rainfall,
and municipal debt. It tells you almost nothing about thirst. Water was not
valuable because a utility learned to bill for it, and attentionwas not valuable
because an advertising industry learned to buy it. Advertising discovered
the value late and named it badly, and the name it chose — inventory — has
been confusing the conversation ever since.

So the question has to be asked again, and asked properly. Not: what will
someone pay for attention. But: what is attention actually doing, such that
anything at all depends on it.

WHAT REALITY COSTS

The answer is in the equation, and it has been there since the second chapter.
Reality is a quotient. One Actual, divided by an Expectation that is not

a single number but a structure — a prediction and an orientation, held to-
gether in the complex plane, built up over a particular life. Actual is singular.
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At any instant there is one value of Reality, not a set of competing ones. Ex-
pectation is plural in its construction and singular only in its output.

When the singular meets the structure, the structure has to move.
That movement is what we are talking about. A prediction that was

wrong has to become a prediction that is less wrong. An orientation that was
pointed oneway has to be re-aimed. Nothing about this is free. Something in
the person is spent in order to do it, and the thing that is spent is conscious
capacity — the remainder, the surface, the finite and non-reissuable stuff of
a waking life.

That is the deepest answer this book has. Attention is the living cost of
calibration. It is the price consciousness pays when singular Reality forces a
complex Expectation model to update.

The word living is doing work there. The cost is not paid in abstraction. It
is paid out of a life, in the only currency that cannot be borrowed, generated,
imported, or reissued.

SURPRISE IS RELATION

Engineering has trained us to hear surprise as a synonym for error. In a signal,
the unpredicted part is noise, and noise is the thing you design against. That
framing is useful inside a machine and it inverts the truth for a conscious
being.

Surprise is the only channel through which the world can correct you.
Consider the additive reading of the same equation, the one used earlier

for interruptions.

Reality = Prediction + Surprise

The first term is already inside you. It was assembled from the Immutable
Past and it costs nothing further to run; the prediction machine is always on
and never sends an invoice. Only the second term presents a bill. Everything
you will ever learn about anything outside your own model arrives in that
second term, which means the cost and the contact are the same event. You
cannot be touched by Reality for free, and you cannot pay the cost without
being touched.

A child comes home from school and is quiet. The prediction was the
usual noise — the bag dropped, the fridge opened, the account of some-
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body’s unfairness. The Actual is quieter than that. The quotient moves off
one, surprise accumulates, and attention turns before any decision to turn it
has been made. What follows costs the parent something real: the evening
is now different, the model of this child is being revised, and the revision
cannot be delegated.

That cost is not a malfunction of family life. It is family life. A parent who
was never surprised by a child would not have an easier relationship. They
would have an older one — accurate about a person who no longer exists.

The same structure runs through everything we describe as expertise.
The machinist who notices that the sound this morning is slightly differ-
ent is being billed for calibration, and the bill is the reason the bearing gets
replaced before it fails. Take away every small deviation and you have not
made him more expert. You have made him a man with an accurate model
of last year’s machine.

AN HOUR OF LOOKING

This is also why attention cannot be measured in time, and why every at-
tempt to do so produces numbers that feel wrong to the person they de-
scribe.

You can look at a page for an hour and barely attend to it. The sentences
were predicted well enough, the quotient sat near one across the whole win-
dow, and almost nothing accumulated. The hour was spent and the calibra-
tion was not. You can also hear one sentence — eleven words, four seconds
— and be claimed by it for a decade, because those eleven words violated a
structure that had been holding up a large part of your life.

The bill is not sent for duration. It is sent for revision.
Anyone building a system that measures engagement is measuring the

container and reporting it as the contents. Minutes, sessions, impressions,
dwell. None of those quantities distinguish an hour that changed a person
from an hour that changed nothing, because the distinction is not in the hour.
It is in how much of the model had to move.

A readerwho objects that some of thosemetrics correlatewith something
real is notwrong. They often do. But a correlationwith an unnamed quantity
is a poor basis for designing anything, and it is a very poor basis for deciding
what a civilization should optimize. The named quantity is available. It is the
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amount of surprise that had to be metabolized, and it is not a mystery.

MANUFACTURED CALIBRATION COSTS

Once attention is understood as a cost, a whole class of systems becomes
legible in a single sentence.

A system that manufactures surprise is not entertaining you. It is issuing
invoices in your name.

The mechanism is indifferent to whether the surprise is worth anything.
Engineered incompletion, the ambiguous notification, the cliffhanger, the
badge that could mean anything: each one places a quotient in front of you
that has not resolved to one, and themodelmoves. The payment clears.What
does not happen is calibration. Nothing about the world has been transmit-
ted, because there was nothing in the second term except the shape of a
second term.

That is the precise sense in which this economy is extractive, and it is a
stronger claim than the usual complaint about distraction. Distraction says
your attention went somewhere unworthy. Calibration cost says the transac-
tion had no counterparty. You paid the price of being corrected by Reality
and were not corrected by anything.

Good machines run the other way. They absorb the surprise that has no
lesson in it — the reconciled account, the routine renewal, the message that
arrives, resolves, and never claims a block of the ledger — so that the cost
you pay is paid against something that will actually change what you know.
That is the whole design brief, stated as an accounting fact rather than a
virtue.

THE ROLES, STATED ONCE MORE

Which makes it worth restating the stack precisely, because confusing the
roles is how the extraction starts.

Software stores actuals. Artificial intelligence predicts. Agents may act,
inside consent that was granted in advance and can be withdrawn. Humans
attend, judge, relate, decide, and accept responsibility for what follows.

Prediction is not production. Prediction is not responsibility.
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The stack is not a hierarchy of dignity and it is not a comforting story
about what only people can do. It is a boundary condition. When the roles
blur — when a system that predicts begins to be described as a system that
decides, or a metric that counts human attention begins to be described as
a measure of value delivered — the human remainder starts being treated
as machine fuel. Not metaphorically. Operationally. Somebody’s quarterly
target becomes a claim on the calibration cost of strangers, and the more of
it they can consume, the better the quarter looks.

THREE STATES AND THREE OBLIGATIONS

Everything a person encounters sits in one of three states, and each state
carries a design obligation that belongs to whoever built the thing.

The first is too familiar to attend. The prediction is good, the surprise has
gone to zero, and the thing still matters enormously. The mature product,
the stable relationship, the system that has run correctly for six years. Less
interesting has never meant less important. The obligation here is not moral
exhortation, which does not work, but instrumentation: a boundary map,
a manual interval, a scheduled return. Quiet importance needs a designed
reminder.

The second is properly absorbed. Well predicted, correctly permissioned,
cheaply reversible. The obligation is silence — real silence, not a dashboard
performing it — and an interrupt that stays honest, so that when the thing
does speak it is carrying the second term and only the second term.

The third is genuinely unresolved. The quotient has not settled at one and
nomachine can settle it, because the ambiguity is in the world and not in the
record. A diagnosis with two plausible readings. A decision that will cost
people something either way. A person you cannot predict. The obligation
here is protection: give it the remainder, and do not fill the space around it
with manufactured remainder that will compete for the same surface.

Those three states are not a ranking of importance. They are a ranking of
what remains to be paid.
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Attention is the living cost of calibration.
Surprise is not noise; it is relation.

A price is a measurement of demand, not an account of worth.
The bill is sent for revision, not for duration.

Manufactured surprise collects the cost and delivers no calibration.
Prediction is not responsibility.

Whatever consumes the remainder should return something Reality could not have
told you otherwise.

If those lines hold, then the standard by which this period will eventu-
ally be judged is already written, and it is narrower than the arguments cur-
rently being had about capability. The question will not be how intelligent
the machines became. It will be whether they multiplied the calibration cost
in order to capture it, or absorbed it and returned it to the people who still
have to meet Reality themselves. Every other question about this technology
is a question about the numerator. This one is about who pays.
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CHAPTER 26

Total Attention

THE WARNING LABEL ON THE TITLE

In the first chapter I put awarning label on the title of this book andpromised
to come back for it. This is that return.

Zero-attention is a real target and it belongs to machines. It is the num-
ber a well-built system should be driving toward for its own operation: no
claims on a conscious surface for the parts of the world it has been given
to hold. A door you never think about. A payment that simply happens. A
reconciliation that ran, and was right, and did not mention it.

Zero was never a target for people, and by now the reason should be
mechanical rather than sentimental. A person with nothing left to attend to
is not free. They are finished. Identity is the ledger of surprises metabolized,
and a ledger with no new entries is not a peaceful ledger; it is a closed one.

So the title names a direction, and the direction was always instrumental.
Machines approach zero so that people can approach something else. The
something else is what this chapter is for.

WHAT TOTAL ATTENTION IS

Define it plainly, because the phrase invites exactly the kind of vagueness
this book has been trying to avoid.

Total attention is the state in which nearly all of a person’s conscious re-
mainder is available for the Reality that actually requires them.

That is the whole definition. Notice what it does not say.
It does not say the person has more attention. Attention cannot be manu-
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factured; that was the first claim in the book and nothing since has softened
it. The supply is what it is. Total attention is not a larger quantity — it is the
same quantity, undivided.

It does not say the person is attending to everything. Attending to every-
thing is not the limit; it is the failure mode. A mind pulled toward every
unresolved edge in its environment is not at a maximum of attention. It is at
a maximum of capture.

It does not say the person is vigilant. Vigilance is un-absorption, and un-
absorption claws back the dividend.

And it does not say the person is spending the remainder without pause.
Undivided is not the same as unbroken. Chapter 19 argued that a remainder
made entirely of decisions wears out the faculty that makes them, so the
limit this chapter describes includes the walk between the charges. A person
whose whole surface is available, and who has had no easy hour in which
to recover it, has availability on paper and very little in fact.

Total here means undivided, not unlimited. The word describes a ratio,
not a magnitude: of the remainder that exists, how much of it is claimed by
things that had no business claiming it.

It helps to picture what this looks like from the outside, because it looks
like almost nothing. A person moves through a day in which the systems
around them stay quiet, the things that were going to go wrong are the
things they were told about, and the two conversations that actually mat-
tered got the whole of them. No visible intensity. No heroic concentration.
Somebody watching would see an unremarkable Tuesday, and that is the
correct appearance. The difference is not in the surface. It is in what was left
over and where it went.

A LIMIT, NOT AN ACHIEVEMENT

It is also, in the strict sense, a limit. You approach it. You do not arrive and
hold a certificate.

Nobody lives there. The bank still calls. The thing you absorbed three
years ago comes back as an exception at an inconvenient hour. Your own
reflexes recolonize a freedmorning before youhave noticed themorningwas
free. The reserve you funded gets drawn down by a failure you scheduled
for no particular day and got anyway.
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That is not a defect in the idea. It is what a limit means.
There is also a version of the idea that should be refused outright, and

it is the version that will sell best. Total attention is not a discipline you can
practise your way into while everything around you keeps billing you. The
mechanism does not permit it. Attention is stolen, not given, and a person
surrounded by well-engineered theft will lose the argument with their own
machinery no matter how sincerely they resolve otherwise. The limit is ap-
proached by changing what stands around a person, not by asking the per-
son to want different things. Exhortation is weak. Relocation is strong. That
was true in the sixth chapter and it is still true here, at the end of the argu-
ment.

The reason to name a limit you cannot reach is that it settles arguments
about direction. A quarter in which a team’s systems got quieter and their
people spent more of the week on the two decisions that mattered is a quar-
ter that moved toward the limit. A quarter in which output rose and every
person ended the week with a smaller undivided surface moved away from
it, whatever the output numbers said. You do not need to arrive at a limit to
be able to tell which way you are facing.

WHY THE AIM IS NOT LESS SURPRISE

Here is where the argument could go wrong, and where a good deal of writ-
ing about attention does go wrong.

Absorption drives surprise to zero across a window, and the machinery
is exact about it.

𝑅(𝜏) = 1 for all 𝜏 ∈ [ 𝑡 − 𝑊, 𝑡 ]
⟹ 𝑆(𝜏) = 0 ⟹ 𝐶𝑊(𝑡) = 0 ⟹ 𝐷att(𝑡) = 0

That is a statement about a process observed over one conscious window. It
is not a statement about a person observed over a life, and reading it as one
produces a conclusion the model does not support.

Because if the aim were simply less surprise, the ideal life would be one
in which every quotient had resolved to one— nothing unexpected, nothing
unresolved, no calibration left to pay for. And such a life would be poor. Not
tranquil. Poor. A person towhomnothing is ever surprising has not achieved
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serenity; they have run out of the only material a self is built from. They
know their work completely, which means they have stopped getting better
at it. They know their spouse completely, which means they have stopped
meeting them. This is what an earlier chapter called surprise starvation, and
its difficulty is that it does not feel like starvation from the inside.

So the aim is not the minimization of surprise. It is the curation of it.

ABSORB, FUND, PACE, SPEND

Which gives the practical shape, and it is four things. Three of them are old.
The fourthwasmissing from the first edition of this book, and the other three
do not hold without it.

Absorb the predictable. Let the machines take the surprise that has no
lesson in it — the drudgery, not the dignity; the repetition, not the responsi-
bility; the coordination, not the conscience. This is the part the technology of
this decade is genuinely good at, and it is worth accepting the gift without
pretending it is larger than it is.

Fund the reserve. Absorption does not destroy surprise, it defers it, and
deferred surprise arrives in a lump on a day nobody chooses. Keep amanual
interval. Keep a live seam where people still touch the real thing. Know in
advance where the predictions stop being good, and write it down before
you need it. Zero attention in operation is paid for by scheduled attention in
rehearsal.

Pace the charges. Absorption leaves a person with a day made mostly of
hard decisions, and a day like that exhausts the faculty it depends on. Keep
some easy work on purpose. Let the systems that hold the hard decisions
hold them until the person is fresh, and say plainly when each one stops
being decidable. Do not let the exception queue choose the hour.

Spend the dividend at a frontier you chose. This is the clause that decides
everything, because a freed hour has three fates and only one of them com-
pounds. It can be recolonized, in which case the yield was zero. It can be
rested, which does not accumulate by itself but keeps the faculty that does.
Or it can be pointed at a quotient that has not yet resolved to one — chosen
by you, in advance, on purpose. An unallocated hour is a colonized hour.
Something is always bidding.
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WHERE THE REMAINDER SHOULD GO

That leaves the question the whole book has been walking toward, and it
deserves a concrete answer rather than a gesture.

Judgment. Not the answer, which is now cheap, but the weighing of an
answer against consequences that will land on named people. Judgment is
compressed surprise, and it can only be grown.

Care. Attention is what love becomes when it turns into action, and there
is no substitute for the specific moment in which one person notices some-
thing about another and responds. Nothing on the market can perform this
on your behalf, and anything that claims to is selling the appearance.

Repair. The unglamorous work of putting right what has broken — an
institution, a machine, a friendship, a body. Repair is almost entirely com-
posed of noticing.

Creation. The making of things that did not exist, which is by definition
the production of Actuals no prediction machine had in its distribution.

Relationship, including the kind that stays unabsorbable. The people
your predictions never finish, who go on arriving as themselves rather than
as your model of them.

And responsibility, which is the one the machines cannot approach at all,
because it is not a capability. Someone has to be answerable. A prediction
cannot be answerable, and neither can an agent, and neither can a company
that says the model produced it.

Notice what those six have in common. Each of them is an act that can-
not be predicted into existence. You can predict that a decision is coming
and not make it. You can predict that a person needs something and not
give it to them. Prediction can bring the situation all the way to the thresh-
old and then it stops, because the last step is not an inference — it is an act
performed by someone whowill carry what follows. That is the residue. It is
what thewhole absorptionmachinery has been clearing space around, and it
is smaller in volume and larger in consequence than anything the machines
are taking over.
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TOTAL ATTENTION

Zero was a direction for machines, never a destination for people.
Total attention means undivided, not unlimited.

It is a limit, approached and not held.
A life with no surprise left would be a poor life, not a finished one.

The aim is not less surprise but curated surprise.
Absorb the predictable, fund the reserve, pace the charges, spend the dividend where

you chose.
An unallocated hour is a colonized hour.

If those lines hold, the promise made in the first chapter has now been
paid off, and the shape of it is smaller and more ordinary than the phrase
suggests. Total attention is not a state of heightened consciousness. It is what
is left when the machines have taken back the noticing they created, nothing
is manufacturing remainder in order to sell it, and the reserve is fundedwell
enough that a person can afford to be surprised by the things thatwereworth
being surprised by. That is not transcendence. It is solvency. The rest of this
book is about how to build toward it, and the first practical question is what
a system should look like when its highest ambition is to say nothing at all.
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PART VI

PRACTICE
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CHAPTER 27

Designing for Silence

START WITH THE SUBTRACTION

Most systems begin with a capability. Someone watches a demonstration,
sees the machine do something it could not do last year, and asks what to
build with it.

The question is natural. It is also the wrong one to ask first, and the prod-
ucts that come out of it have a recognizable life cycle. Admired in the demo.
Funded in the pilot. Supervised in the rollout. Quietly retired in the eighth
month, not because it failed, but because nobody could say what it had re-
moved.

The first question is a subtraction. Which surprise does this system take
out of the world, and out of whose day?

Write the answer in one sentence before writing code. It has three parts,
and all three are load-bearing. The first is a named role, not a department: the
invoicing clerk, the duty nurse, the account manager on renewals, a person
whose week you could describe.

The second is a named class of surprise that role currently absorbs by
hand — not a task, a surprise. Tasks are numerator language. Surprise is
denominator language, and the denominator is what you are being paid to
change. The third is a named destination for the attention that comes back.

A brief that cannot be written in that form is not a brief. It is an enthusi-
asm.

The third part is the one teams skip, and skipping it is expensive. Atten-
tion that is freed without being allocated does not sit in an account earning
interest. It is reclaimed within a quarter by whatever in the environment is
loudest, which is usually coordination about the new system. If you cannot
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say where the hour goes, you have not designed a dividend. You have de-
signed a gap.

BUILD IN THE ORDER THE MODEL IMPLIES

The agent has three layers: predict the expected, act inside consent, escalate
the surprise. Those are not three features. They are a build order, and the
order is forced by the equation rather than by taste.

Prediction first, alone, for longer than feels comfortable. A system that
has not yet demonstrated that it can predict a domain has no denominator,
and without a denominator it cannot tell an event from a surprise. Run it in
shadow. Let it say what it thinks will happen, and let reality grade it, and let
nobody act on it. This period is unglamorous and it is where trust is actually
manufactured.

Action second, and narrowly. Consent is not a checkbox obtained at in-
stall. It is a written scope: these actions, in these conditions, up to this mag-
nitude, reversible by this mechanism within this window.

Reversibility is the term that sets the size of everything else. The cheaper
it is to undo, the more silence you may permit; where undoing is expensive
or impossible, silence must be bought at the higher price of a human.

Escalation last, and only because it depends on the first two. A system
that escalates without having first predicted is not escalating. It is forward-
ing. The difference is visible in the message: an honest escalation says what
it expected, what arrived, and how far apart they were. Reality is prediction
plus surprise, and the interruption should carry only the second term.

THE BOUNDARY MAP SHIPS WITH THE PRODUCT

Everymodel has a regionwhere its predictions are good and a regionwhere
they are not, and the second region always exists. The failure of the current
era is not that boundary; it is that the boundary is discovered by operators,
one incident at a time, and never written down.

So write it down first, and ship it. The boundary map is an artifact with
the same status as the software: versioned with the model, updated when
the model changes, and delivered in language an operator can use at three

175



DESIGNING FOR SILENCE

in the morning without a data scientist present.
It should say what conditions the system was fit to, what conditions it

was not, what the failure looks like from outside — because operators see
symptoms, not weights — and what to do in the first five minutes.

A ladder carries a maximum load printed on the side. Nobody finds that
insulting, and nobody thinks it means the ladder is bad. A boundary map
is the same declaration made by a system that has more ways to be wrong
than a ladder does. A vendor who will not write one either does not know
where the edges are or would prefer you not to.

THE INTERRUPT CONTRACT AS AN INTERFACE SPECIFICATION

Interruption is not a notification feature. It is the system’s claim on a finite
ledger, and it should be specified as strictly as an API. Six conditions, each
of which can be checked in code review.

1. Novel.Carries surprise the recipient does not already hold. Apredicted
event is not an exception in a costume.

2. Actionable. There is something the recipient can do that nobody else
can do. A matter time has already settled is reported, not asked about.

3. Timed. Delivered when the action is possible and the person is fit to
take it, not when the event occurred.

4. Priced. The sender declares the expected cost of being wrong, and that
price is visible.

5. Auditable. Every interrupt is logged with its prediction, its outcome,
and whether the action was taken.

6. Terminal. It ends. There is a state inwhich thematter is closed and does
not return.

Implementing this is mostly a matter of refusing to build the easy thing.
The easy thing is a threshold on a metric, which produces counterfeit sur-
prise at scale. The harder thing is to compare each candidate interrupt
against what the system already predicted and suppress the ones that carry
no information.
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An interrupt that fails any of the six clauses should be filed as a defect,
in the same tracker as a crash, with the same expectation of a fix. That is the
whole discipline: treat a false interruption as a bug against a human being’s
day.

SORT BY TWO CLOCKS

An escalation is not finished when it is honest. It also has to arrive at the
right moment, and the right moment is set by two clocks rather than one.
The situation has a spoil clock: the time after which the decisionmakes itself.
The person has a horse clock: the time atwhich theywill be fit tomake it well.
The design obligation is to know both and to sort by them.

In practice that means four outcomes for every candidate interruption,
not two, and Chapter 20 gives them in this order. Absorb it, because for this
person it is not a charge at all. Report it, because the spoil clock has already
run out and the only honest message is what happened. Hold it, packaged
with the others, for the hourwhen the person is fresh, andwrite on it when it
stops being decidable. Or deliver it now, cut down to a single question with
the system’s own recommendation attached, because it will spoil before the
person is fresh.

Build the report outcome first. It is the one almost no system has, and
its absence is the cause of a large share of the questions people resent being
asked.

THE MODEL OF THE PERSON BELONGS TO THE PERSON

The horse clock cannot be read from a system of record. It lives in a model
of one person: what surprises them, what bores them, when they are sharp.
Chapter 21 gives three reasons that such amodel has to belong to the person
it describes.

The design consequence is a boundary. The institution’s systems publish
their spoil clocks, keep their records, and grant scoped, revocable access. The
person’s agent holds the model of the person and sorts against those clocks.
What is done for the institution stays with the institution. What has been
learned about the person leaves with the person. Write that sentence into
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the architecture before anyone has to fight about it.

ROLLOUT IS A REPAYMENT SCHEDULE

New systems arrive carrying an attention debt. Vigilance is the principal,
and the rollout plan is the repayment schedule, so it should be written the
way a schedule is written and not the way a calendar is written.

Start narrow enough that a failure is embarrassing rather than catas-
trophic. State, in advance, which human check will be retired at each stage
and what evidence retires it.

“Third quarter: expand to all regions” is not a plan. “When the reconcili-
ation team has stopped sampling, because eleven consecutive weeks of sam-
pling have found nothing, expand to the second region” is a plan, because
it ties widening to retirement rather than to the passage of time.

One change per interval. If you widen the scope and deepen the auton-
omy in the same step, you will not be able to attribute the next surprise to
either, and the schedule collapses back to guessing.

Write downwhat happens on a silent failure before one occurs, because a
silent failure does not merely cost you an incident. It falsifies every unevent-
ful week that preceded it, and the account reopens near the beginning.

INSTRUMENT THE DENOMINATOR

Standard telemetry counts the numerator. Sessions, active users, actions
taken, time in product, features touched. Every one of those numbers rises
when the system is failing in exactly the way this book cares about. A system
that has captured a person’s attention and a system that is serving them look
identical on an engagement chart.

Three instruments do better, none of them precise, all of them pointed
the rightway. Interruptions per unit of completedwork, tracked as a number
that is supposed to fall. History per interruption: how much durable, useful
record the system produced per unit of human attention it consumed. And
a retirement log— every human check the system has retired, and every one
that had to be reinstated, with the date and the reason.

The retirement log is themost valuable of the three and the least common,
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because it is the only one that can go backwards. A metric that can only
improve is a marketing instrument. A metric that can record a reversal is an
accounting one.

THE ACCEPTANCE TEST IS A DELETION

Here is the acceptance criterion, and it should be written at the start of the
project rather than negotiated at the end: name the dashboard, report, check-
list, or standing meeting that will no longer exist when this system has done
its job, and set a date on which its deletion will be reviewed.

If nothing can be deleted, no dividend was paid. The system may still be
useful. It is not absorbing anything; it is resident, and residence is a cost.

A reader will object that some checks cannot be retired, because a regula-
tor requires them or because the failure mode is genuinely intolerable. That
objection is correct, and the answer is not to fight it but to book it honestly.
Keep the check, and record it as an operating cost of the system rather than
counting the same hours as returned.

Most inflated dividend claims are not lies. They are hours counted twice.

BUDGET THE RESERVE AND STAFF THE SEAM

Absorption defers surprise; it does not destroy it. So the rehearsal that keeps
an organization solvent has to appear where organizations actually keep
their commitments, which is the operating budget. A line item, named, with
a number next to it, covering drills, manufactured failures, manual intervals
in which the work is done by hand on purpose, and the maintenance of an
incident memory that outlives the people who were present.

I do not know the right percentage, and anyone who quotes one is guess-
ing. What is certain is that the correct number is not zero, and that unbud-
geted rehearsal does not survive its second quarter.

The live seam is a staffingdecision, and it is the onemost likely to bemade
by accident. If the machine takes the routine work, the junior seat that used
to exist alongside that work stops being a seat and becomes an observation
post.

Keep a portion of the absorbed work in human hands deliberately, not
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because it is efficient — it is not — but because it is the curriculum, and the
curriculum used to be free and no longer is.

QUESTIONS TO PUT TO A VENDOR

Eight questions, asked in this order, in the first meeting.

1. Which surprise does this remove, and from whom?

2. Where does it stop being good, and may I see that written down?

3. Under what conditions does it interrupt a person, and what does it do
to earn the right?

4. What human check will I be able to retire, and what evidence retires it?

5. What does a silent failure look like here, and how would I find out?

6. What will I be able to delete a year from now?

7. When it holds a hard decision for a person, howdoes it knowwhen that
decision spoils?

8. When a person leaves, what does their own agent take with them, and
what stays?

The answers matter less than the fluency. A vendor who has thought
about the denominator answers these in their own words. A vendor who
has not will improvise, and improvisation is audible.

AN ANTI-PATTERN GALLERY

The interest-only loan. The system does the work and a human reviews ev-
ery output, forever. Throughput improves and the attention cost never amor-
tizes, because no check is ever retired. It is the dominant design pattern of
the moment and it is comfortable, since nobody has to decide when to stop
watching. Diagnostic: ask what evidence would end the review. If there is
no answer, the loan has no maturity date.

Attention theater. A green dashboard watched by a person who has no
realistic path to intervene, or a weekly report nobody has acted on in a year.
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The organization believes it is holding a reserve. It is performing one. Diag-
nostic: in the last four incidents, was the problem found by the watcher or
by a customer?

Counterfeit surprise. Predicted events dressed as exceptions — the alert
that fires on schedule, the flag that is almost never right, the digest that sum-
marizes what everyone already knows. Each one is individually trivial and
collectively fatal, because it debases the unit of account. Diagnostic: sample
a week of alerts and ask, for each, what the recipient did differently. If the
modal answer is nothing, the currency is already devalued.

The silent failure. The system iswrong and says nothing, and thewrong-
ness surfaces weeks later through some unrelated channel. This is the worst
outcome in the book, worse than a loud failure by a wide margin, because it
does not merely cause harm. It retroactively invalidates the trust schedule,
since every quiet week was evidence and the evidence was false. Diagnostic:
can you name the mechanism bywhich this system tells you it is failing, and
has that mechanism ever fired?

The demo mistaken for a payment. A demonstration shows capability
under chosen conditions. Trust is bought with uneventfulness under uncho-
sen ones, at the speed of ordinary weeks. The demo is a promise; the Tues-
days are the payments. Confusing the two is how organizations grant wide
autonomy on day one and revoke all of it on day forty. Diagnostic: howmany
uneventful intervals separate the impressivemeeting from the scope you are
about to approve?

The perfect filter with no clock. The system absorbs everything it should
and escalates only what it cannot resolve, accurately, at the moment it be-
comes unresolvable. Every escalation is real. The person receiving them is
exhausted byWednesday andmakes theweek’smost consequential decision
at the end of a day composed of nothing but decisions. The failure will be
blamed on judgment. Its cause is routing. Diagnostic: of the hard decisions
this system sent last week, howmany arrived at an hour the recipient would
have chosen?
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Name the surprise you are removing before you name the feature.
Predict, then act inside consent, then escalate — in that order.

Ship the boundary map with the system.
An interrupt that fails the contract is a defect.

Widen at the speed of retirement, not the speed of the calendar.
Measure returned attention, never engagement.

The acceptance test is a deletion.
Sort every escalation by the situation’s clock and the person’s.

A team that holds those eight lines will build slower and ship less that
photographs well. It will also build the only kind of system that keeps its
value after the novelty is gone: one that a competent person eventually stops
thinking about, on purpose, with reasons. That is the whole ambition. Not
a machine that impresses people, but a machine that a serious person can
afford to forget — and forgetting, done properly, is the most valuable thing
anyone will ever build for another human being.
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CHAPTER 28

Living at the Surprise Frontier

A WEEK, WRITTEN DOWN

A few years ago I started keeping a short record of the things that surprised
me. Not a journal. A list, made at the end of the day, of anything that had
arrived meaningfully differently from what I expected. Usually four or five
entries. Often two. Some days none, which turned out to be the most infor-
mative result of all.

The list is not a wellness practice and it does not make me calmer. It is a
measurement, and it measures the only quantity this book claims is scarce.
Attention is normalized accumulated surprise.

If you want to know where your conscious life actually went, you cannot
askwhere your hours went, because hours are the container. You have to ask
what got through.

The first thing the list didwas embarrassme. The entries were dominated
by things that had been manufactured for the purpose. A headline. An ar-
gument between strangers. A notification with an ambiguous first line. A
number in a dashboard that moved and did not mean anything.

These were real surprises — the model does not distinguish between
dignified and undignified sources — and they had been metabolized, and
stored, and they were now part of what I had become that week.

That is the point of the audit. Not to feel bad about the entries, which
does nothing. To see the composition.
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EARNED AND DELIVERED

The useful distinction is not important versus trivial. It is earned versus de-
livered.

A delivered surprise arrives already assembled. Someone else arranged
what you would expect, by choosing what you saw first, chose the moment
of violation, and handed you thewhole eventwith the surprise pre-installed.
It costs nothing to receive. That is what makes it efficient, and that is what
makes it worthless as growth: you put no expectation of your own at risk, so
the correction that arrives does not correct anything of yours.

An earned surprise costs you a prediction first. You had to commit — to
say what you thought would happen, out loud or on paper or by doing the
work — and then Reality was permitted to disagree. The commitment is the
price of admission. Without it there is no denominator sharp enough to be
violated, and what feels like learning is only weather.

So the practice is small and slightly uncomfortable. Before a meeting I
expect to go badly, I write down how I think it will go. Before an estimate, a
number. Before a diagnosis of some problem in the business, the diagnosis,
in a sentence, dated.

Most of these are wrong in ways I would otherwise not have noticed,
because an unrecorded prediction quietly reshapes itself into whatever hap-
pened. That reshaping is comfortable and it is theft. It takes the surprise
before it can be spent.

THE PRE-PACKAGED QUESTION

The second thing the list showed was subtler and took longer to see. A good
part ofwhat Iwas attending to had arrived not as an answer but as a question
— one I had not asked.

This is the more serious version of capture. A system that answers your
questions leaves the authorship with you. A system that arrives with the
question already built, framed, and pointed has chosen which of your ex-
pectations to put at risk, on your behalf, and everything that follows will
feel like inquiry while depositing nothing.

Youwill experience the full sensation of thinking. Youwill endwhere the
frame ended.
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I have no clean defense against this and I do not think one exists. What I
do is cruder: when something has my attention, I try to name who benefits
from my having it. Not as a conspiracy. As a bookkeeping entry.

Often the answer is nobody and the interest is mine. Sometimes the an-
swer is obvious the moment the question is asked, and the interest evapo-
rates on contact, which is the only reliable evidence I have that it was never
mine.

STANDING WHERE PREDICTION FAILS HONESTLY

Exhortation is a weak instrument. Attention is stolen, not given, and telling
yourself to attend to better things is an argument with a mechanism that
does not hold arguments. Relocation is the strong instrument. You cannot
make yourself invulnerable to theft. You can stand where better things are
the ones doing the stealing.

In practice this means putting yourself in front of systems that can still
say no to you. Real work with real materials, where the wood splits or it
does not. Real people, whose responses are not sampled from a distribution
you have already fit. Real consequences, where beingwrong costs something
you would rather not pay.

These are environments with honest denominators. They will not flatter
your prediction and they cannot be argued with afterwards.

The test is not whether an activity is virtuous. It is whether it can produce
a surprise you did not commission. A difficult book qualifies. A conversation
with someone who will disagree with you to your face qualifies. Cooking
something you have not cooked before qualifies, modestly. Scrolling does
not, however serious the subject matter, because the failure is never yours.

PEOPLE WHO CANNOT BE ABSORBED

Absorption is prediction success, and prediction success is what happens
to most relationships if nothing intervenes. You learn the person. Their re-
sponses become predictable. 𝑅 sits near one across the whole window, sur-
prise goes to zero, and they stop appearing in your attention — not because
they have become less important, but because they have become better pre-
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dicted.
Less interesting has never meant less important, and nowhere is the con-

fusion more expensive than here.
There are peoplewho resist this, and they areworthmore than they know.

A person who can still surprise you after twenty years is not a novelty. They
are load-bearing infrastructure for your identity, because they are one of the
few remaining sources of correction that has your actual life as its input.

The maintenance is unromantic. It consists mostly of asking questions
whose answers you believe you already have, and then listening to the an-
swer rather than to your prediction of it.

I am not consistently good at this. The failure mode is easy to detect after
the fact: you can tell you were running the prediction rather than attending,
because you cannot remember what they said.

FUNDING A RESERVE OF ONE

Absorption defers surprise. It does not destroy it. That is as true for a person
as for an institution, and the personal version of the reserve is unglamorous.

Keep a manual interval. Do occasionally, by hand, the thing you have
handed off — not to prove you still can, but because doing it is how you
learn where the tool has quietly started being wrong. Amortization running
in reverse, on purpose, at a cost you have chosen instead of one that arrives
on its own schedule.

Knowwhere your instruments stop being good. Everyonewhouses these
systems seriously develops a private boundarymap, usually by accident and
usually too late. Write it down. Mine includes categories of work where the
output is confident and slightly wrong in a way that takes an hour to detect,
which is worse than being useless, and knowing that is worthmore than any
capability claim.

And accept the arithmetic honestly. Some capacity you have handed over
is not coming back, and pretending otherwise is its own kind of theater. The
question is not whether you keep everything. It is whether you know, in
advance, which failures you have chosen to be unprepared for.
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KEEP ONE EASY THING

Themost counterintuitive practice in this chapter is also the simplest. Do not
hand every easy thing to the machines.

Chapter 19 describeswhat a fully absorbedworkingday becomes: shorter,
and made almost entirely of decisions, with the routine that used to restore
a person between them taken away by systems that were trying to help. The
personal practice is small enough to fit in a sentence. Choose one easy thing,
keep it, and put it where the day is hardest.

BRING YOUR OWN

The agent that sorts your day has to know when you are sharp, what you
find hard, and what you settle without noticing. That knowledge is about
you, and the reasons it should stay yours are set out in Chapter 21.

So the practical advice is plain. Keep the agent that knows you in an
account that is yours. Connect it to the systems of whoever you work for,
through access they can grant andwithdraw, and let their records stay theirs.
When you leave, leave with it. The charge is counted against you, so the in-
strument that does the counting should answer to you.

WHERE THE FREED HOUR GOES

When something is absorbed, the attention it used to consume is returned.
It does not sit in an account. An unallocated hour is a colonized hour, and it
will be colonized by whatever in your environment has the highest surprise
density — which is, by construction, whatever was engineered to have it.

So the allocation has to be made before the hour arrives, which is the
entire discipline and is not difficult to state. Decide what the returned atten-
tion is for while you still have the leverage of not being in the moment. Then
spend it at a frontier you chose: some quotient that has not resolved to one,
some domain in which you are reliably wrong.

This is the only spending that compounds. An hour recolonized yields
nothing. An hour spent in rest is legitimate, and rest is not a failure of dis-
cipline. It does not accumulate by itself, but it keeps the faculty that does.
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An hour spent where your predictions are still bad becomes calibration, and
calibration is the only thing that stays.

COMFORT IS A MEASUREMENT

Comfort is often nothingmore than high predictability, and high predictabil-
ity is exactly the state in which surprise goes to zero and the ledger stops
filling. This is why some lives feel smooth and short at the same time. Awell-
predicted stretch leaves almost nothing to store, so there is almost nothing
to have been.

I am not making the standard argument that comfort is bad. Absorption
is a genuine good, most of it should be defended, and a person who deliber-
ately keeps their life difficult in order to feel alive has simply chosen a more
expensive form of junk surprise.

The argument is narrower. Comfort is a reading, not a reward. When
something feels comfortable, the model tells you what has happened: 𝑅 has
moved toward one in that region, and the region has gone quiet.

Sometimes that is exactly right, and the quiet is the dividend youworked
for. Sometimes it means you have finished becoming whatever that part of
your life was going to make you. The two feel identical from inside. The only
way to tell them apart is to ask when that part of your life last produced a
surprise you did not commission.

THE SETTLEMENT LAYER

There is a term in markets for the place where a trade stops being a promise
and becomes a transfer. Everything upstream of it — the agreement, the
price, the intention, the record — is provisional. Settlement is where the
claim is actually met.

Attention is the settlement layer of a human life. Everything else about
us is provisional in the same way. Values that never become attention stay
opinions. Love that never becomes attention stays a feeling. A duty nobody
notices is not discharged, an insight nobody attends to is not knowledge, and
a warning nobody hears was never given.

The world presents its claims on us continuously, and they are settled in
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one currency, in small amounts, in moments.
This is why the equation matters more than its parts. Prediction is what

the world does to us: an estimate, arriving before we are consulted, of what
we are about to be. Surprise is where that estimate breaks. And attention —
the accumulated remainder of that breakage, normalized into something a
person can hold — is the only place where what happens next is not simply
the continuation of what was already expected. It is a narrow opening. It is
also the only one there is.

A future that is merely predicted is not chosen. It is extrapolated, by us
or on our behalf, from a past that is finished and cannot be renegotiated. A
future becomes chosen at the point where a surprise arrives and is met by a
person who still has something left to meet it with.

That is the whole reason for themachines going quiet. Not efficiency, and
not leisure. Reserve, at the settlement layer, in the only currency the world
accepts.

Attention is not time; it is the remainder.
Earned surprise costs you a prediction first.

Whoever schedules your surprise is writing your ledger.
An unallocated hour is a colonized hour.

Keep one easy thing; it is where the horses rest.
Comfort is a reading, not a reward.

A person who can still surprise you is infrastructure.
The world settles its claims on us in moments of noticing.

I have no closing instruction, and the subject does not permit one. What I
can report is that the model has changed what I notice about my own notic-
ing, which is a smaller claim than it sounds and a more durable one. Some-
one comes into the room, and something in their face is not what you pre-
dicted, and there is a half second in which the thing can either be met or let
go by. Every argument in this book — the quotient, the ledger, the reserve,
the dividend, the silencewe are asking ourmachines to keep— comes down
towhether anything is left over in that half second. It is not a grand ambition.
It is difficult enough, and it is where the future gets made.

189



The Fifteen Rules

The whole argument, compressed. Each line is defended somewhere in the
precedingpages, andnone of them isworthmuch on its own. Thefirst twelve
are those of the first edition, unchanged. The last three compress Part Four.

One.Attention cannot be borrowed, generated, imported, or reissued. Ev-
ery other resource waits on it.

Two.Reality is a quotient:what happened, divided bywhatwas expected.
Facts alone do not produce it, and one Actual can produce different Realities
without anyone lying.

Three. Expectation is complex, so Reality is complex. Prediction is one
axis and orientation is the other. Neither is the more serious of the two.

Four. Surprise is the logarithm of Reality, and 𝑅 = 1 is the quietest and
most important number in the model.

Five. Attention is normalized accumulated surprise. It is not time and it
is not preference. It is the remainder — and consciousness, receiving only
the remainder, mistakes the exception queue for the whole system.

Six. Attention is stolen, not given. Exhortation is therefore weak, and re-
location is strong.

Seven. Absorption is prediction success. A thing leaves awareness be-
cause it is predicted well enough, not because it stopped mattering.

Eight. Software stores. Artificial intelligence predicts. Agents may act.
Human beings attend, judge, decide, and carry responsibility. Prediction is
not production, and prediction is not responsibility.

Nine. Bad systems capture attention. Good systems return it. That is the
whole test, and it survives every technology it is applied to.

Ten. Trust is amortized attention, retired by uneventfulness, on a sched-
ule nothing can accelerate. The right to be ignored and the right to interrupt
are the same right, and a single silent failure forfeits both.
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THE FIFTEEN RULES

Eleven. Absorption defers surprise rather than destroying it, and it eats
the routine work that was quietly training everyone. Whatever is absorbed
must be matched by a reserve and by a curriculum, or the bill arrives on a
day nobody chose.

Twelve. The dividend is real, and it disappears unless it is allocated in
advance. Answering is labor; asking is authorship. Zero was always a direc-
tion for machines, so that people could approach a different limit — not the
absence of attention, but the availability of it.

Thirteen.Absorption removes the walk and leaves the charges. Thought
is limited, needs fresh horses, and belongs at decisive moments, so a system
that takes the easy work must also protect the recovery the easy work used
to provide. Rest is maintenance, not consumption.

Fourteen. Every decision runs on two clocks: the situation’s and the per-
son’s. Hold a hard decision only if the person will be fresh before it spoils;
shrink what cannot wait; absorb what was never a charge; and never present
as a question what time has already decided.

Fifteen. Surprise has an owner, so a charge is counted against a person
and not a job. The most valuable thing an agent holds is its model of one
person, and that model must belong to the person it describes. No system
can touch a person’s Expectation; it can only choose which Actuals reach
them, and whoever does the choosing should answer to them.

191



Open Questions

Every chapter of this book says, as it goes, where its claims are philosophical
rather than established and where I do not know the answer. This section
gathers those places, so that a readerwhowants to arguewith the framework
knowswhere the argument is still open. None of them is a hidden flaw. Each
is a question I would rather state than pretend to have closed.

The form of the renormalizer. Chapter 5 requires only that attention be
bounded, that its direction be preserved, and that its intensity saturate. The
actual function that does this is unknown, is probably adaptive, and finding
it is empirical work this book does not do.

Whether orientation damps or amplifies. On the arithmetic of Chapter
3, a larger orientationmakes the divisor larger and somakes any given event
register less. Elsewhere in my work I have argued that ideas can add weight
to an event rather than subtract it. Both cannot be true of the same quotient as
written. Either the Actual carries a direction of its own, or a single complex
number is too small a container for Expectation. I do not know which.

Whether a machine could be surprised. Chapter 12 sets out five condi-
tions under which the question becomes live and declines to answer it. That
refusal stands.

Whether the horses are a limit or a figure of speech. Chapter 19 adds
to the model a constraint that does not come from the equation: that a per-
son’s capacity to make hard decisions is limited and needs recovery. The
best-known laboratory account of that limit, ego depletion, has failed large
replications. If the limit is not real in the way Whitehead described, Part
Four’s account of the absorbed day is overstated.

Whether charge counts converge. Chapter 21 claims that a charge is
counted against a person rather than a job. If, after a short time, everyone in
a role finds the same things hard, the count becomes a property of the role
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OPEN QUESTIONS

after all, and the personal sort adds less than the chapter claims.
Whether the instruments measure anything. The two-hundred-

millisecond block of Chapter 10, the attention-hour of Chapter 16, and
the charge level of Chapter 19 are bookkeeping devices chosen to be honest
at the resolution an organization can observe. None has been validated
against anything. They are offered as first drafts of instruments, and should
be revised by anyone who uses them.

Whowill own themodel of a person.Chapter 21 predicts that themodel
an agent learns about a person will come to be treated as that person’s, not
their employer’s. That is a prediction about law and contracts, not a conse-
quence of the model, and it could fail.
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Glossary

Absorption. Prediction success. The unconscious transfer of attention that
occurs when a system becomes predictable enough to stop generating sur-
prise. Distinct from automation, which transfers execution and is decided
consciously.

Alarm inflation.The debasement of an interrupt channel by low-value in-
terruptions, so that the one that matters arrives in a currency nobody trusts.

Amortized attention. Trust, understood as a debt of vigilance retired one
uneventful period at a time.

Apprenticeship gap. The deficit created when absorption removes the
routine work that trained every expert, leaving the exam and burning the
textbooks.

Attention auction.Themechanismbywhich attentionmigrates. Thewin-
ning claim usually changes because the old claimant got quieter, not because
a new one got louder.

Attention debt. The vigilance a new system requires before it has earned
the right to be ignored.

Attention dividend. The recurring human attention released by an ab-
sorbed process. The only real yield of the zero-attention economy.

Attention P&L. The unwritten report of hours returned and where they
went.

Attention theater. Watching systems that no longer need watching.
Attention-hour. The proposed unit of account: one hour of a named per-

son’s conscious working attention, attributed to a claimant.
Boundary map. A written record, made in advance, of where a system’s

predictions stop being good.
Bring your own AI (BYOAI). The policy that follows from the two seats.

The person brings the agent that knows them; the institution publishes its
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GLOSSARY

spoil clocks, keeps its records, grants scoped access, and provides a floor for
anyone who arrives without an agent.

Calibration cost.The attention consciousness payswhen singular Reality
forces a complex Expectation model to update. The deepest answer to why
attention is valuable.

Charge. A stretch of attention whose remainder is large enough, above
the level 𝜅, that somebody has to decidewhat to do about it. Counted against
a person, not a job.

Charge count.The number of decisivemoments a role asks of a particular
person in a day. Personal, and expected to fall as experience turns charges
into walks, where the walks still reach the person.

Counterfeit surprise. A predicted event dressed as an exception.
Earned surprise. Surprise that cost you a prediction first. Distinguished

from delivered novelty, which cost you nothing and deposits nothing.
Engineered incompletion. Deliberately leaving a loop open so that the

mind returns to close it.
Exception queue. The portion of the world that was not absorbed. Con-

sciousness receives it and mistakes it for the whole system. Absorption
makes it denser.

Four bins. The agent’s sort for a forwarded decision: absorb it, report it,
hold it, or deliver it now and smaller.

Fresh horses. Whitehead’s condition on thought: limited in number, in
need of recovery, and best spent at decisive moments.

History per interruption. The proposed successor to tasks completed:
durable history created per unit of human attention consumed.

Horse clock. The time at which a particular person will be fit to make
a particular decision well. A fact about the person, learned only from the
person.

Immutable Past. The one shared reservoir of settled occurrence, from
which every prediction machine learns and to which nothing can be added
retroactively.

Interest-only loan. A system that requires review of every output, ser-
vicing its attention debt forever without retiring any of it.

Interrupt contract. The six conditions an interruptionmust satisfy: novel,
actionable, timed, priced, auditable, terminal.

Judgment as compressed surprise. The residue of many low-stakes pre-
diction failures. Information transfers; judgment has to be grown.
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Junk surprise. A ledger filled with synthetic astonishment. Growth into
the shape of somebody else’s optimization target.

Live seam. Routine work reserved for humans on purpose, kept as cur-
riculum.

Maintenance. The treatment of rest in this book. Hours that earn no re-
turn themselves but keep the faculty that earns returns from wearing out.

Manufactured remainder.Unresolved surprise created deliberately in or-
der to hold attention.

Numerator-interface. The mediated channel through which a machine
receives the Actual. Improvable, but never identity.

Personal seat. The synthetic subconscious beneath a person, holding a
model of that person’s Expectation and their horse clock. Contrasted with
the institutional seat, which holds records, permissions, and spoil clocks.

Question premium. The value that migrates upstream to the question
once competent answers become nearly free.

Recolonization. The refilling of freed attention with new low-value
claims. The Jevons paradox, applied by analogy to attention.

Report bin. The bin of the sort for a matter whose spoil clock has run out.
It reaches a person as an account of what happened, never as a question:
already decided.

Right to interrupt.A system’s earned claim on human focus. The mirror
image of the right to be ignored.

Routing is curriculum.No system can touch a person’s Expectation, but
whatever chooses which Actuals reach a person shapes, slowly and through
the record, what that person comes to expect.

Safe irrelevance.Events sowell predicted, so properly permissioned, and
so cheaply reversible that they no longer deserve attention.

Settlement layer. Attention understood as the place where Reality’s un-
resolved claims come due.

Speed limit of trust. Fifty-two uneventful Tuesdays in a year, and no
amount of compute buys a fifty-third.

Spoil clock. The time after which a decision makes itself. A fact about
the situation, usually written somewhere in the records.

Surprise curation. Deliberately choosing where your model is allowed
to break.

Surprise density. How much surprise a body of work contains per hour.
Inversely related to teaching density, which is why absorption eats the cur-
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riculum first.
Surprise frontier.Where the Actual still diverges from the Expected and

the divergence matters. The only place a reinvested hour compounds.
Surprise reserve. Rehearsed attention held against deferred surprise.
Surprise starvation. A life padded so thoroughly that nothing unpre-

dicted lands, and the self stops accreting.
Synthetic subconscious. Machinery that maintains the ordinary world

beneath deliberate awareness. The correct analogy for artificial intelligence.
System of record versus system of attention. The database may survive

while the human interface to it disappears.
Total attention. The limit humans approach as machines approach zero.

Not the absence of attention, but its availability for the Reality that requires
it.

Trust fraud.Accepting the dividendof trust before the vigilance schedule
has been paid.

Two timescales. Microtime and the conscious window of Part One,
whose ratio is the compression from a trillion divisions to one experienced
second.

Un-absorption. Clawing back the dividend by reinstating human moni-
toring.

Uncaptured mind. A mind whose surprise has not been harvested
against its own purposes.

Uneventfulness. The only currency that pays down attention debt, and
the only one that leaves no trace in the ledger.

Walk. A stretch of attention above the conscious threshold and below a
charge: attended, light, and the place where a person recovers between hard
decisions.

Zero-attention economy. An economy of systems that create useful his-
tory without claiming human attention.
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